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Summary 
 
 
Research has shown that student engagement is related to academic performance, and 
that disengagement leads to poor academic performance in a variety of key subjects 
(Kelly, 2008; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2004). In the last decades, student engagement has 
been drawing attention toward as a framework for understanding educational concerns 
such as dropout, at least partly because engagement is presumed to be adaptable and 
highly influenced by the learning environment (Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012; 
Shernoff, 2013).  
Dropping out of school may be influenced by family poverty and other social inequalities 
(De Witte, Cabus, Thyssen, Groot, & van den Brink, 2013). Beyond the socio-economic 
status, family conflict and lack of parental support for education can also influence a 
student’s decision to drop out of school (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009; Ensminger & 
Slusarcick, 1992; Lessard et al., 2008). 
Therefore, being able to identify signs of disengagement can represent an important step 
in preventing drop out before it occurs. 
The present research aims at trying to answer the big question that many teachers 
across the country ask themselves: Why do students drop out from school? 
However, this is a very broaden question. Due to the researcher’s professional 
experience, the focus would be the vocational secondary education. But to narrow the 
question down, we would like to understand the disengagement process and the factors 
that may trigger it in different contexts. We believe that it is also important to focus on 
how students, who for a variety of reasons struggled in mainstream schools, can be 
supported and engaged by this alternative form of education and training. Therefore, we 
outlined the following objectives to be answered: 1) understand what engages and 
disengages students in their learning; 2) understand the role of the students’ community 
context in the success of their learning path; 3) identify and describe strategies that might 
help prevent disengagement and its consequent dropout; 4) give students a voice and 
include them as co-researchers in the analysis of the previous aims. 
To answer all these questions, it is vital that we adopt a methodology that places the 
students under the spotlight as the main actors and actresses of the research. Therefore, 
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the building of a research design that can respond to this is extremely important, although 
a challenging and demanding task. 
To better understand the context of what we will be working on, we begin this document 
by describing the Vocational Education and Training System as it is implemented in 
Portugal, and then exploring and analysing several researches to get an insight of the 
investigation made in this line of research (engagement and disengagement in vocational 
education), as well as the methodology and the results achieved, in order to help building 
our own methodology. 
Vocational courses provide a broad range of secondary-level training, and their main 
purpose is to prepare students for the labour market. These courses last for three 
academic years. They are divided into modules of varying length, which can be combined 
in different ways and cover three components: socio-cultural, scientific and technical 
training. The technical component varies from course to course and accounts for 
approximately 52% of total training hours, of which 13% are spent training in a work 
environment. Successful completion of these vocational courses leads to a Level 4 
vocational qualification and a diploma in secondary and compulsory education, allowing 
students to pursue their studies at a higher level. These students also receive financial 
support to attend the course (transport and meal allowance) and do not pay for any 
textbooks since all materials are provided by the school and produced by teachers.  
Dropping out of school is a worldwide phenomenon and it has been thoroughly studied 
in what regular schools is concerned, which hasn’t been the case for VET Schools in the 
Portuguese context. Engagement in schooling is a key factor in producing equitable 
social employment outcomes for all young people. School retention is also an issue of 
growing concern highlighted in international social inclusion agendas and prioritised at 
national and state levels through educational reform policies targeted at senior phase of 
learning (Stemp & McGuinty, 2011). 
Considering the school context, Smyth (2006) argues that school disengagement is often 
constructed in terms of deficit and blaming views of students, their families and 
neighbourhoods, suggesting the need for recuperative activities by the teachers or 
school to solve the problem. This is what happens in most schools where a classical 
teaching-learning environment is established, and where students feel that their only 
purpose there is to meet and socialise with their friends, banishing learning to a low 
priority level. Therefore, rather than blaming students or their social background, we 
need to understand early dropout in terms of the process of disengagement that is 
developed between students and schools. 
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For Wilson et al (2011) the ideal would be for every teaching staff to be composed of 
highly qualified professionals with experience in working with young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. These professionals should have the necessary skills to 
identify the strengths that each student brings to the educational setting and would be 
able to develop individualised learning plans to ensure that each young person reached 
their full potential. These authors suggest that the teaching staff themselves should be 
supported by a range of qualified support staff such as youth workers and guidance 
counsellors to ensure that young people achieve both academic and social outcomes. 
But such ideal is far from being a reality. 
According to Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane and White (2012), students’ positive 
engagement can be influenced by feelings of doing well, having teachers they could talk 
to, having friends, and participating in sport and other activities Assessing student 
engagement is an essential step towards a school becoming a successful proponent. A 
teacher’s ability to engage students has been proposed as an element of teacher 
certification, and also an essential component of teacher preparation curricula (Cook-
Sather, 2002). 
Disengagement is a phenomenon that has been for the past years under the highlights 
of many researchers. We believe that it is a complex process that needs to be addressed 
from an insider perspective, the students’ perspective, for better understanding. 
Therefore, the most important thing, although hard, is identifying the methodology which 
can help us involve students in our research, since they are the main actors of any 
education system and building a research design capable of answering our research 
question.  
Given the attention that failure and dropout problem has been receiving at a national 
level in Portugal, there is surprisingly little information about effective practices or policies 
and even less on the integration and effective implementation of practices and policies. 
There is also little information about the reasons why students drop out of school. The 
existing research on the Portuguese case has focused on identifying groups at risk and 
probable factors by analysing report cards and school data or describing prevention or 
intervention programmes, and much of the research has relied on correlation statistics 
or descriptive case studies rather than on experimental design.  
Studies in Portugal have been focusing mainly on regular schools and have been leaving 
vocational and alternative schools out of this discussion. Moreover, it seems that 
research has also been focusing on qualitative data and on what schools have to say, 
rather than listening to what students have to say about their educational path. Therefore, 
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there is a need for a review of research to verify what research design have researchers 
been using worldwide in order to conduct a research that will allow us to understand the 
disengagement and dropout phenomena in Portugal.  
In contrast to previous literature on school dropout (e.g. Rumberger, 1994), we did not 
aim to fully summarise the dropout literature. Instead, we focused on methodological 
issues and research trends. We attempted to analyse the methodology used by 
researchers with the aim of producing an overview of the approaches to help us create 
our own research model. 
The first step was to identify empirical studies of disengagement and dropout directed at 
understanding these phenomena, which included a combination of the following key-
terms: high school and middle school dropout, dropout prevention, high school 
graduation/completion, school disengagement, school engagement and school 
engagement programmes. To ensure the academic rigor, research studies were limited 
to peer-reviewed publications. From the first search were retrieved 401.000 documents. 
After applying all the criteria, 487 papers were considered. From the 487 abstracts read, 
a total of 145 were retained for full article review. We read and reviewed each article to 
determine if it met the criteria used for the abstract review. Of the 145 articles reviewed, 
80 matched the criteria and were included in our analysis. The other 65 articles didn’t 
match one or more criteria that were absent from their abstract. 
To summarise the existing empirical literature on disengagement and dropout, we coded 
each article across five categories. First, it was important to understand the purpose of 
the study and whether it interrelates with the purpose of the present study. Then, the 
methodology and tools used to conduct the study (qualitative/quantitative studies, field 
studies, interviews, observation, school documents, questionnaires, statistical 
information, photography, other). It was also important to know the sample used by each 
study, as well as the results obtained from it. Therefore, studies were coded according 
to the following criteria: a) purpose of the study; b) methodology; c) tools; d) sample, and 
e) results. 
In accordance to the analysis made, it was our understanding that if we were about to 
conduct a research on disengagement and dropout from school, students should be 
involved and participate actively. Therefore, building a research design focused on 
students’ voices and having them as co-researchers not only would provide an inner 
insight of this phenomenon in schools, but also it may illustrate the potential of such 
approaches in future research.  
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To conduct this research, we focused on methodological experiences and reflections on 
young people as partners in the research process. This methodological approach is 
influenced by the notion of “consciencialização”, or consciousness (making conscious), 
as developed by Freire (1970).  
Fielding’s (2001) 'Students as Co-researchers' model sees an increase in both student 
and teacher involvement, and more partnership than the two previous types. While 
student and teacher roles are not equal, they are moving more strongly in an egalitarian 
direction. Students move from being discussants to being co-researchers into matters of 
agreed significance and importance. While the boundaries of action and exploration are 
fixed by the teacher, and while he/she typically identifies what it is that is to be 
investigated, explored and better understood, the commitment and agreement of 
students is essential. This change in relationship is matched by a change in the form and 
manner of teacher engagement with students: hearing is supplemented by the more 
attentive listening. Since there is a much richer and more overt interdependence in the 
'Student as Co-researcher' mode, discussion is replaced by teacher-led dialogue. At the 
classroom level this might express itself through the teachers' desire to extend their 
pedagogy and begin to take more risks even though, or perhaps especially because, the 
class is proving difficult and unresponsive. At the team or department level 'Student as 
Co-researchers' work might involve students helping teachers to design and carry out 
research about a specific issue in classroom. At whole-school level it might express itself 
through joint research into issues concerning the whole school community.  
The phases of the research were the following:  
Phase 1: Getting to know students’ background – We gather information by applying a 
questionnaire to the students participating in research (two classes of 33 students) about 
students’ biography and family background; students’ school background; students’ 
labour background; and expectations and projects for the future. 
One of the drawbacks experienced in this phase was the students’ reluctance in 
participating in this research. It seemed obvious to us that they weren’t used to being 
asked to participate in any activity rather than the ones which involved their classes or 
some sort of assessment, meaning that they were not involved in matters that directly 
concerned them and their learning, nor were ever asked about their opinion on issues 
that really matter to them. Nevertheless, their answers reflected their perspective and 
state of mind. 
Phase 2: The use of Photovoice: taking pictures – We had a meeting with the participant 
students to explain to the students the specific visual narrative strategy of photovoice, 
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their aims and procedures and presented an overview of the research and highlighted 
the research questions. It was mentioned that they should reflect on their own personal 
vision of engagement and disengagement from school to answer three questions using 
Photovoice. 
This phase was all about raising the questions that were central to student engagement, 
giving them power and autonomy to conduct the activity and collect the data, sensing 
their freedom and equality in doing it, and about the questions they were reflecting upon 
through the photos, questions that they felt in a first-person perspective in their everyday 
life. 
Phase 3: Participatory Analysis – Students engaged the process of data analysis based 
on Paulo Freire’s (2005) concept of education to promote critical consciousness. 
At the end of the session, when we were no longer recording, some students said that 
they had never thought they would like this activity so much. They said that if they were 
asked more often about their opinion, the school would improve, and they would come 
to school with more enthusiasm just because they knew someone was listening to them. 
After listening to that, we cannot help thinking that when students are given the power to 
decide the kind of school they want or the kind of learning experience they want to have, 
they increase their self-confidence and their willingness to do more and do better. After 
being so reluctant in the beginning, they felt empowered by the experience gained and 
were able to speak openly with the researcher. 
Phase 4: Focus Group: Dialogue and in-depth reflection – Students engaged an in-depth 
discussion of some important issues or ideas that arose in phase 3. 
During this focus group students made some suggestions to improve their school and 
the way they learn, believing that it would be more motivating and engaging to work in a 
different environment and doing different activities.  
Phase 5: Interviews with teachers and the school head – We wanted to know what they 
sensed about the process of disengagement. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted for this purpose. Three teachers had to be chosen, one from the social-
cultural area (Portuguese Language), one from the scientific area (Physics and 
Chemistry) and one from the technical area (Topography) of the courses.  
Phase 6: Focus group with students – Students commented on some sentences taken 
from the teachers’ and the school director’s interviews. The aim of this focus group was 
to join the 9 students who had participated in the previous phases and ask them to 
comment some sentences taken from the teachers’ and director’s interviews.  
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Phase 7: Presentation of the findings to the school board - Presentation of the first 
findings of research. After analysing the data collected, the researcher held a meeting 
with the school board (three people) in order to present the findings. The aim of this 
research was to research the disengagement process of students, as well as to empower 
action towards the change and improvement of the issues discussed by the students. 
Therefore, the aim of this meeting was to share the findings and recommend ways of 
improving the school’s own policies, fostering a discussing that could reach students’ 
best interests. 
About a year and a half after finalising the data collection, the researcher went back to 
the vocational school to find evidence of some changes that might have occurred after 
that day. We were told that most of the participants involved in this research had already 
graduated from secondary school and only two dropped out, from the 24 who had 
answered the questionnaire. 
While no changes were noticed in the buildings or outside space and playground, the 
school’s educational project suffered extensive changes that were aimed at engaging 
students in their learning and preventing them from dropping out. It was noticeable that 
this vocational school had doubled the effort in engaging their students in learning and 
making them understand how profitable it could be to have a higher qualification, taking 
the necessary measures to prevent disengagement.  
The findings of this study are consistent with the research literature in suggesting that 
the reasons for dropping out of vocational schools are numerous and complex. While 
some students drop out due to social and personal struggles that result in a general lack 
of well-being, others drop out because their school performance is poor, or they perceive 
they won’t be able to finish their course. Some students give priority to spending time 
with their friends and end up following a path that leads them to leaving school. 
Despite providing additional insight on the process of school engagement and 
disengagement, we also acknowledge some limitation to this study. To begin with, there 
are a few methodological limitations that should be considered. This study was based on 
data from a small sample of one vocational school, not fully representative of the general 
population of students from other schools and results may not ne generalised to other 
schools or communities. Future research with the same methodology and a larger 
sample size will be helpful to identify specific dimensions of the learning process that are 
most salient for influencing engagement and disengagement. Studies should be 
conducted with other type of samples and with other schools from rural and urban areas 
in order to further validate the generalizability of the findings obtained from this sample 
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of students. Nevertheless, considering that disengagement and dropout from vocational 
schools is a widespread phenomenon in youth population in Portugal, this current 
research is far from being trivial. 
We conclude this research by mentioning that this study contributes to the understanding 
of the importance of a positive school climate in all its dimensions to reduce school 
dropout. Schools are teenagers’ second home, it is where they spend most of their time, 
develop social lives and pursue their academic interests. Therefore, a school with a 
positive climate is influential for students’ development and improving the quality of 
students’ experiences at school should be a goal to help prevent dropout.  
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Resumen 
 
 
La investigación ha demostrado que el enganche escolar está relacionado con el 
rendimiento académico y que, por el contrario, la desconexión escolar conduce a un 
rendimiento académico deficiente en una variedad de aspectos clave (Kelly, 2008; Sirin 
& Rogers-Sirin, 2004). En las últimas décadas, el enganche y la conexión de los 
estudiantes han ido reconociéndose como un marco idóneo para comprender 
problemáticas educativas como el abandono escolar, porque se supone que el 
enganche escolar es adaptable y está altamente influenciado por el entorno de 
aprendizaje (Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012; Shernoff, 2013). 
El abandono escolar puede verse afectado por la pobreza familiar y otras desigualdades 
sociales (De Witte, Cabus, Thyssen, Groot y Van den Brink, 2013). Más allá del estatus 
socioeconómico, los conflictos familiares y la falta de apoyo de los padres en la 
educación también pueden influir en la decisión de un estudiante de abandonar la 
escuela (Blondal y Adalbjarnardottir, 2009; Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992; Lessard et 
al., 2008). 
Por lo tanto, ser capaz de identificar signos de desenganche puede representar un paso 
importante para prevenir el abandono escolar antes de que ocurra. 
La presente investigación tiene como objetivo tratar de responder a la gran pregunta 
que muchos docentes de todo el país se hacen: ¿por qué los estudiantes abandonan la 
escuela? 
Sin embargo, esta es una pregunta muy amplia. Debido a la experiencia profesional de 
la investigadora, el foco se centra en la formación profesional. Pero, para acotar la 
pregunta, nos centraremos en comprender el proceso de desenganche y los factores 
que pueden desencadenarlo en diferentes contextos. Creemos que también es 
importante centrarse en cómo los estudiantes, que por diversas razones experimentaron 
dificultades en las escuelas convencionales, pueden ser apoyados y llegar a 
comprometerse gracias a esta forma alternativa de educación y capacitación.  
Por lo tanto, esbozamos los siguientes objetivos para nuestro trabajo: 1) entender qué 
engancha y desengancha a los estudiantes en su aprendizaje; 2) comprender el papel 
del contexto de los estudiantes en el éxito de su trayectoria de aprendizaje; 3) identificar 
y describir estrategias que podrían ayudar a prevenir la desconexión y su consiguiente 
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deserción; 4) dar voz a los estudiantes e incluirlos como co-investigadores en el análisis 
de los objetivos anteriores. 
Para responder a todas estas preguntas, es vital que adoptemos una metodología que 
coloque a los estudiantes como los principales actores y actrices de la investigación. Por 
lo tanto, la construcción de un diseño de investigación que pueda responder a esta idea 
es extremadamente importante, aunque se trate de una tarea desafiante y exigente. 
Para comprender mejor el contexto en el que trabajaremos, comenzamos este 
documento describiendo el Sistema de Educación y Capacitación Vocacional tal como 
se implementa en Portugal, y luego exploramos y analizamos una muestra relevante de 
estudios para obtener una idea de la investigación realizada en esta línea de 
investigación (enganche y desenganche en la educación vocacional), así como de la 
metodología y los resultados obtenidos, para ayudar a construir nuestra propia 
metodología. 
Los cursos vocacionales ofrecen una amplia gama de capacitación de nivel secundario, 
y su propósito principal es preparar a los estudiantes para el mercado laboral. Estos 
cursos duran tres años académicos. Se dividen en módulos de longitud variable, que se 
pueden combinar de diferentes maneras y cubren tres componentes: capacitación 
sociocultural, científica y técnica. El componente técnico varía de un curso a otro y 
representa aproximadamente el 52% del total de horas de capacitación, de las cuales el 
13% se gasta en capacitación en un entorno laboral. La finalización exitosa de estos 
cursos vocacionales lleva a una calificación vocacional de Nivel 4 y un diploma en 
educación secundaria obligatoria, lo que permite a los estudiantes continuar sus 
estudios en un nivel superior. Estos estudiantes también reciben apoyo financiero para 
asistir al curso (transporte y subsidio para comidas) y no pagan por ningún libro de texto, 
ya que todos los materiales son proporcionados por la escuela y producidos por los 
maestros. 
Abandonar la escuela es un fenómeno mundial y se ha estudiado a fondo en lo que se 
refiere a las escuelas regulares, pero este no ha sido el caso de las escuelas de 
Formación Profesional en el contexto portugués. La participación en la educación es un 
factor clave para producir resultados de empleo social equitativos para todos los 
jóvenes. La permanencia en el sistema educativo también es un tema de creciente 
preocupación que ocupa un lugar destacado en las agendas internacionales de inclusión 
social y se prioriza a nivel nacional y estatal a través de políticas de reforma educativa 
dirigidas a la fase superior del aprendizaje (Stemp y McGuinty, 2011). 
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Teniendo en cuenta el contexto escolar, Smyth (2006) argumenta que el abandono 
escolar a menudo se construye en términos de déficit y culpa de los puntos de vista de 
los estudiantes, sus familias y vecindarios, sugiriendo la necesidad de actividades de 
recuperación por parte de los maestros o la escuela para resolver el problema. Esto es 
lo que sucede en la mayoría de las escuelas donde se establece un entorno clásico de 
enseñanza-aprendizaje, y donde los estudiantes sienten que su único propósito es 
reunirse y socializar con sus amigos, reduciendo el aprendizaje a un nivel de prioridad 
bajo. Por lo tanto, en lugar de culpar a los estudiantes o sus antecedentes sociales, 
debemos comprender el abandono escolar temprano en términos del proceso de 
desconexión que se desarrolla entre los estudiantes y las escuelas. 
Para Wilson et al (2011), lo ideal sería que cada claustro estuviera compuesto por 
profesionales altamente cualificados con experiencia en el trabajo con jóvenes de 
entornos desfavorecidos. Estos profesionales deben tener las habilidades necesarias 
para identificar las fortalezas que cada estudiante aporta al entorno educativo y podrían 
desarrollar planes de aprendizaje individualizados para garantizar que cada joven 
alcance su máximo potencial. Estos autores sugieren que el personal docente en sí 
mismo debe contar con el apoyo de una variedad de personal de apoyo calificado, como 
trabajadores juveniles y consejeros vocacionales, para garantizar que los jóvenes logren 
resultados académicos y sociales. Pero tal idea está lejos de ser una realidad. 
De acuerdo con Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane y White (2012), el enganche positivo 
de los estudiantes puede verse influido por los sentimientos de estar bien, tener 
maestros con los que hablar, tener amigos y participar en deportes y otras actividades. 
Valorar la participación de los estudiantes es un paso esencial para que una escuela se 
convierta en un elemento de apoyo exitoso. Se ha propuesto que la capacidad de un 
maestro para involucrar a los estudiantes sea un requisito para la certificación del 
maestro y también como un componente esencial de los planes de estudio de 
preparación del profesorado (Cook-Sather, 2002). 
La desconexión es un fenómeno que ha sido en los últimos años uno de los objetos de 
estudio más destacados de muchos investigadores. Creemos que es un proceso 
complejo que debe abordarse desde una perspectiva privilegiada, la perspectiva de los 
estudiantes, para su mejor comprensión. Por lo tanto, lo más importante, aunque difícil, 
es identificar la metodología que pueda ayudarnos a involucrar a los estudiantes en 
nuestra investigación, ya que son los principales actores de cualquier sistema educativo, 
y la creación de un diseño de investigación capaz de responder a nuestra pregunta de 
investigación. 
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Dada la atención que el problema del fracaso y la deserción escolar ha estado 
recibiendo a nivel nacional en Portugal, hay sorprendentemente poca información sobre 
prácticas o políticas efectivas, y aún menos sobre la integración y la implementación 
efectiva de prácticas y políticas. También hay poca información sobre las razones por 
las cuales los estudiantes abandonan la escuela. La investigación existente sobre el 
caso de Portugal se ha centrado en identificar grupos en riesgo y factores probables 
mediante el análisis de boletines de calificaciones y datos escolares o la descripción de 
programas de prevención o intervención, y gran parte de la investigación se ha basado 
en estadísticas de correlación o estudios descriptivos de casos en lugar de en el diseño 
experimental. 
Los estudios en Portugal se han centrado principalmente en escuelas regulares y han 
dejado a las escuelas vocacionales y alternativas fuera de este debate. Además, parece 
que la investigación también se ha centrado en los datos cualitativos y en lo que las 
escuelas tienen que decir, en lugar de escuchar lo que los estudiantes tienen que decir 
sobre su trayectoria educativa. Por lo tanto, es necesario realizar una revisión de la 
investigación para verificar qué diseño de investigación han estado utilizando los 
investigadores en todo el mundo para realizar una investigación que nos permita 
comprender los fenómenos de desenganche y abandono en Portugal. 
En contraste con la literatura anterior sobre el abandono escolar (por ejemplo, 
Rumberger, 1994), no pretendíamos resumir completamente la literatura sobre 
abandono escolar, sino enfocarnos en temas metodológicos y tendencias de 
investigación. Intentamos analizar la metodología utilizada por los investigadores con el 
objetivo de obtener una visión general de los enfoques para ayudarnos a crear nuestro 
propio modelo de investigación. 
El primer paso fue identificar los estudios empíricos sobre desenganche y abandono 
escolar para comprender estos fenómenos, incluyendo para ello una combinación de 
los siguientes términos clave: abandono escolar en primaria y secundaria, prevención 
de abandono escolar, finalización de la escuela secundaria, desenganche escolar, 
enganche escolar y programas de enganche escolar. Para garantizar el rigor académico, 
los estudios de investigación se limitaron a publicaciones revisadas por pares. De la 
primera búsqueda se recuperaron 401.000 documentos. Despuésde aplicar todos los 
criterios, se consideraron 487 trabajos. De los 487 resúmenes leídos, se escogieron un 
total de 145 para la revisión completa del artículo. Leímos y revisamos cada artículo 
para determinar si cumplía con los criterios utilizados para la revisión del resumen. De 
los 145 artículos revisados, 80 coincidieron con los criterios y se incluyeron en nuestro 
análisis. Los otros 65 artículos no cumplieron con uno o más criterios en su resumen. 
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Para resumir la literatura empírica existente sobre el desenganche y el abandono 
escolar, codificamos cada artículo en cinco categorías. Primero, era importante entender 
el propósito del estudio y si se relacionaba con el propósito del nuestro. Posteriormente, 
la metodología y las herramientas utilizadas para realizar el estudio (estudios 
cualitativos/cuantitativos, estudios de campo, entrevistas, observación, documentos 
escolares, cuestionarios, información estadística, fotografía, otros). También fue 
importante conocer la muestra utilizada por cada estudio, así como los resultados 
obtenidos. Por lo tanto, los estudios se codificaron de acuerdo con los siguientes 
criterios: a) propósito del estudio; b) metodología; c) herramientas; d) muestra, y e) 
resultados. 
De acuerdo con el análisis realizado, entendimos que si estábamos a punto de realizar 
una investigación sobre el desenganche y el abandono escolar, los estudiantes deberían 
involucrarse y participar activamente. Por lo tanto, construir un diseño de investigación 
centrado en las voces de los estudiantes y tenerlos como co-investigadores no solo 
proporcionará una visión interna de este fenómeno en las escuelas, sino que también 
puede ilustrar el potencial de dichos enfoques en futuras investigaciones. 
Para llevar a cabo esta investigación, nos centramos en experiencias metodológicas y 
reflexiones sobre los jóvenes como compañeros en el proceso de investigación. Este 
enfoque metodológico está influenciado por la noción de "consciencialização", o toma 
de conciencia, según lo desarrolló Freire (1970). 
El modelo de Fielding (2001) “Los estudiantes como co-investigadores” apuesta por un 
aumento en la participación de estudiantes y profesores, y una mayor colaboración que 
los dos tipos anteriores en el continuo que el mismo señala. Si bien los roles de alumnos 
y maestros no son iguales, se están moviendo con fuerza en una dirección igualitaria. 
Los estudiantes pasan de ser sujetos de estudio a ser co-investigadores en asuntos de 
aceptada importancia. Si bien el profesor fija los límites de la acción y la exploración, y 
si bien generalmente identifica qué es lo que se debe investigar, explorar y comprender, 
el compromiso y el acuerdo de los estudiantes es esencial. Este cambio en la relación 
es comparado con un cambio en la forma en que los maestros se involucran con los 
estudiantes: el oír se complementa con una escucha más atenta. Dado que existe una 
interdependencia mucho más rica y más abierta en este modo de "estudiante como 
investigador conjunto", el debate es reemplazado por un diálogo dirigido por el maestro. 
A nivel de aula, esto podría expresarse a través del deseo de los profesores de ampliar 
su pedagogía y comenzar a tomar más riesgos, aunque, o quizás especialmente, porque 
la clase está resultando difícil y no responde. A nivel de equipo o departamento, el 
trabajo de 'Estudiante como co-investigador' podría involucrar a los estudiantes 
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ayudando a los maestros a diseñar y llevar a cabo una investigación sobre un tema 
específico en el aula. A nivel de toda la escuela, podría canalizarse a través de la 
investigación conjunta sobre temas relacionados con toda la comunidad escolar. 
Las fases de la investigación fueron las siguientes: 
Fase 1: Conocer los antecedentes de los estudiantes: recopilamos información 
mediante la aplicación de un cuestionario al alumnado que participa en la investigación 
(dos clases de 33 alumnos) sobre su biografía y antecedentes familiares, antecedentes 
escolares, antecedentes laborales y expectativas y proyectos para el futuro. 
Uno de los inconvenientes experimentados en esta fase fue el rechazo de los 
estudiantes a participar en esta investigación. Nos pareció obvio que no estaban 
acostumbrados a que se les pidiera participar en ninguna actividad más allá de las que 
afectan a sus clases o algún tipo de evaluación, lo que significa que no estaban 
involucrados en asuntos que les conciernan directamente a ellos o a su aprendizaje, ni 
se les había preguntado su opinión sobre temas que realmente les importan. Sin 
embargo, sus respuestas reflejaron su perspectiva y estado de ánimo. 
Fase 2: Uso de Fotovoz: toma de fotografías: tuvimos una reunión con los estudiantes 
participantes para explicarles la estrategia narrativa visual específica de fotovoz, sus 
objetivos y procedimientos, y presentamos una descripción general de la investigación 
destacando las preguntas de la investigación. Se mencionó que deberían reflexionar 
sobre su propia visión personal del enganche y desenganche escolar respondiendo a 
tres preguntas utilizando Fotovoz. 
Esta fase consistió en plantear las preguntas que eran fundamentales para el enganche 
escolar de los estudiantes, otorgarles poder y autonomía para realizar la actividad y 
recopilar los datos, que sintiesen libertad e igualdad al hacerlo, así como sobre las 
preguntas acerca de las que estaban reflexionando a través de las fotos. Preguntas que 
sintieron en primera persona en su vida cotidiana. 
Fase 3: Análisis participativo: los estudiantes participaron en el proceso de análisis de 
datos basado en el concepto de educación de Paulo Freire (2005) para promover la 
conciencia crítica. 
Al final de la sesión, cuando ya no estábamos grabando, algunos estudiantes dijeron 
que nunca habrían pensado que les gustaría tanto esta actividad. Dijeron que si se les 
preguntase más a menudo sobre su opinión, la escuela mejoraría y llegarían a ella con 
más entusiasmo porque sabrían que alguien los escuchaba. Después de oír esto, no 
podemos dejar de pensar que cuando los estudiantes tienen el poder de decidir el tipo 
de escuela que desean o el tipo de experiencia de aprendizaje que desean tener 
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aumentan su autoconfianza y su voluntad de hacer más y de hacerlo mejor. Después 
de ser tan reacios al principio, se sintieron empoderados por la experiencia adquirida y 
hablaron abiertamente con el investigador. 
Fase 4: Grupo focal: Diálogo y reflexión en profundidad: los estudiantes participaron en 
una discusión en profundidad de algunos temas o ideas importantes que surgieron en 
la fase 3. 
Durante este grupo focal, los estudiantes hicieron algunas sugerencias para mejorar su 
escuela y la forma en que aprenden, creyendo que sería más motivador e interesante 
trabajar en un entorno diferente y realizar diferentes actividades. 
Fase 5: entrevistas con los maestros y el director de la escuela: queríamos saber qué 
percibían ellos sobre el proceso de desconexión. Para ello se realizaron entrevistas 
semiestructuradas. Se eligieron tres profesores, uno del área sociocultural (Lengua 
portuguesa), uno del área científica (Física y Química) y el otro del área técnica 
(Topografía) de los cursos. 
Fase 6: Grupo de enfoque con estudiantes: los estudiantes comentaron algunas frases 
tomadas de las entrevistas de los maestros y el director de la escuela. El objetivo de 
este grupo focal fue juntarse con los 9 estudiantes que habían participado en las fases 
anteriores y pedirles que comentasen dichos fragmentos tomados de las entrevistas de 
los maestros y directores. 
Fase 7: Presentación de los hallazgos a la junta escolar. Presentación de los primeros 
hallazgos de la investigación. Después de analizar los datos recopilados, el investigador 
tuvo una reunión con la junta escolar (tres personas) para presentar los resultados. El 
objetivo de este estudio fue investigar el proceso de desconexión de los estudiantes, así 
como potenciar la acción hacia el cambio y la mejora de los problemas discutidos. Por 
lo tanto, el objetivo de esta reunión fue compartir los hallazgos y recomendar formas de 
mejorar las propias políticas de la escuela, fomentando un debate que abordase el 
interés de los estudiantes. 
Aproximadamente un año y medio después de finalizar la recolección de datos, el 
investigador regresó a la escuela vocacional para encontrar evidencia de algunos 
cambios que podrían haber ocurrido después de ese día. Nos dijeron que la mayoría de 
los participantes involucrados en esta investigación ya se habían graduado en la escuela 
secundaria y solo dos de los veinticuatro que respondieron al cuestionario abandonaron. 
Si bien no se notaron cambios en los edificios o en el espacio exterior y en el patio de 
recreo, el proyecto educativo de la escuela sufrió cambios extensos que tenían como 
objetivo involucrar a los estudiantes en su aprendizaje y evitar que abandonaran la 
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escuela. Se notó que esta escuela vocacional había duplicado el esfuerzo de involucrar 
a sus estudiantes en el aprendizaje y hacerles comprender lo provechoso que podría 
ser tener una calificación más alta, tomando las medidas necesarias para evitar el 
desenganche. 
Los hallazgos de este estudio son coherentes con la literatura de investigación al sugerir 
que las razones para abandonar las escuelas vocacionales son numerosas y complejas. 
Mientras que algunos estudiantes abandonan debido a problemas sociales y personales 
que resultan en una falta general de bienestar, otros abandonan porque su rendimiento 
escolar es bajo o perciben que no podrán terminar el curso. Algunos estudiantes dan 
prioridad a pasar tiempo con sus amigos y terminan siguiendo un camino que los lleva 
a abandonar la escuela. 
A pesar de proporcionar información adicional sobre el proceso de enganche y 
desenganche de la escuela, también reconocemos algunas limitaciones a este estudio. 
Para empezar, hay algunas limitaciones metodológicas que deben ser consideradas. 
Este estudio se basó en datos de una pequeña muestra de una escuela vocacional, que 
no son totalmente representativos de la población general de estudiantes de otras 
escuelas y los resultados no pueden ser generalizados a otras escuelas o comunidades. 
Investigaciones futuras con la misma metodología y un tamaño de muestra más grande 
serán útiles para identificar las dimensiones específicas del proceso de aprendizaje que 
son más importantes para influir en el enganche y desenganche escolar. Estos estudios 
deberán llevarse a cabo con otro tipo de muestras y con otras escuelas de áreas rurales 
y urbanas para validar aún más la generalización de los resultados obtenidos de esta 
muestra de estudiantes. Sin embargo, considerando que la retirada y el abandono de 
las escuelas vocacionales es un fenómeno generalizado en la población juvenil de 
Portugal, esta investigación actual no es en absoluto trivial. 
Concluimos esta investigación mencionando que este estudio contribuye al 
reconocimiento de la importancia de un clima escolar positivo en todas sus dimensiones 
para reducir el abandono escolar. Las escuelas son el segundo hogar de los 
adolescentes, donde pasan la mayor parte del tiempo, desarrollan su vida social y 
persiguen sus intereses académicos. Por lo tanto, una escuela con un clima positivo es 
fundamental para el desarrollo de los estudiantes y para mejorar la calidad de las 
experiencias del alumnado como una meta para ayudar a prevenir el abandono escolar. 
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Introduction 
 
Why do I care? 
 
I have been a full-time teacher for the past 18 years and all I ever wanted to do was to 
do my best for the students in my classrooms and make a difference in their lives, just 
like some teachers have made in mine. I became a teacher because of the teachers I 
had, and now it’s my turn to give back to my students, helping them accomplish their 
dreams. 
I am what the Americans call “a substitute teacher”, meaning that I don’t have a place in 
the educational system yet; however, every year I replace teachers who are absent from 
school. I have taught in 17 schools in 18 years. It’s exhausting and sometimes frustrating 
not knowing what September will be like, but rewarding because I get to know different 
schools and different realities, gaining experience with several levels of teaching, from 
the 1st grade to adults, as well as  diverse students (students with down syndrome, deaf, 
disabled or foreigners, to name a few), who need me at my best. This also allows me to 
learn from older and more experienced teachers, in urban and rural areas, expanding 
my horizons and understanding different contexts. 
Vocational Education came into my life in 2006, introducing me to students from difficult 
backgrounds and harsh life stories, who struggle to get through high school. Kids who 
would arrive at school without having breakfast, had no money to buy clothes nor hygiene 
products and would have a shower at school. Kids who had chosen vocational education 
mostly because their parents couldn’t afford books or transport for them, but still wanted 
to provide them the opportunity of having an education. Smart kids who knew that 
education could open the way to a better life. It’s hard to witness this in a developed 
country. And although all of these were free for them, every year the same thing would 
happen: many would drop out, sometimes without notice, and I couldn’t understand why. 
Despite all the conditions and support given, why would they drop out?  
Understanding this question and preventing it from happening became my goal and my 
motivation to conduct the present research. I want to learn how to read the signs, so that 
Introduction | Inês Rodrigues 
 
2 
 
the next time a student starts disengaging from school, I can be a step forward, and not 
a step behind. I don’t want more empty seats in my class. 
 
Research Preview 
 
Vocational education programs have been around since the early 1900's, and they are 
defined as training for a specific vocation. Because it is vocation based, it is called 
Vocational Education (VET). Until the end of the 20th century, its aim was to focus on 
specific trades, such as automobile mechanic or welder and was, therefore, associated 
with activities of lower classes, attracting a certain level of stigma. 
But with the development of economies worldwide, the labour market became more 
specialized and economies started demanding higher levels of skill, leading 
governments and businesses to increasingly invest in the future of vocational education 
through publicly funded training schools and subsidized apprenticeship or traineeship 
initiatives for businesses.  
Portugal has been one of those governments which have been investing in Vocational 
Education. According to the latest data of 2019, 44% of high school students were 
attending VET courses in 2017/2018 school year and this number has been increasing 
over the past 10 years. 
However, another phenomenon is happening at the same time: disengagement and 
dropout from this system of education. Although students are given the opportunity of 
attending secondary education without having to support books or meals, students are 
dropping out and no one seems to know where they are going after that moment. 
Therefore, the present study aims at studying the process of student disengagement and 
consequent dropout from this system of education by conducting a research at a VET 
school in the North of Portugal.  
In Chapter I, we provide a framework of the Portuguese Vocational Education and 
Training System, highlighting the features of the different leaning pathways that young 
people have at their disposal in Portugal to conclude their high school education, and 
what distinguishes vocational training at regular schools from apprenticeships at 
vocational training centres, in order to provide a better understanding of the purpose and 
relevance of this research. In this chapter we also outline the Portuguese context of 
dropout and discuss the problem of disengagement and dropout by trying to understand 
the different contexts that are connected to students’ engagement and disengagement 
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from school, both within school context and community context. This chapter also brings 
together previous research done in this area. This review may help illuminate some of 
the complexities around dropping out and bring new insights to the phenomena. We 
attempted to analyse the methodology used by researchers with the aim of producing an 
overview of the approaches to help us create our own research model. 
In Chapter II we outline the methodological approach chosen, highlighting the importance 
of students’ voice in a research that directly concerns them. We focus on methodological 
experiences and reflections on young people as partners in the research process, a 
methodological approach which is influenced by the notion of “consciencialização”, or 
consciousness (making conscious), as it was developed by Freire (1974). This chapter 
also gives us an overview of the photovoice methodology as a tool to give voice to 
individual and collective experiences. 
Chapter III is built on the principles discussed in the previous chapter to explain the 
choices made about methodology and methods and what makes the present research a 
participatory research. We provide a description of the context of the research and 
outline the seven phases of this research. Since I am a full-time teacher and, therefore, 
couldn’t embrace the doctoral programme as I wished, the data collection in the present 
research was conducted in two school years, 2015/2016 and 2016/2017, with a total of 
33 students from two different classes, 3 teachers and the school board as participants. 
To make this a participative research, we used Fielding’s four-fold model of Students as 
Co-Researchers (Fielding, 2011), allowing students to be part of a research whose aim 
was to understand their perspective on disengagement and dropout, and provide 
suggestions to improve their learning process. The phases of the present research were: 
1) Questionnaire to the students, to gather information about their biography; family, 
school and labour background, as well as their expectations and projects for the future; 
2) Photovoice, letting students reflect on their own personal vision of engagement and 
disengagement from school by answering three questions using this methodology; 3) 
Participatory analysis group discussion, engaging students in the process of data 
analysis based on Paulo Freire’s (2005) concept of education to promote critical 
consciousness; 4) Focus group, engaging students in an in-depth discussion of some 
important issues or ideas that arose in phase three; 5) Interviews to teachers and the 
school director, to know what they perceive about the process of disengagement; 6) a 
second focus group with the students, to comment on some of the issues that had been 
said by teachers and the director; and 7) a meeting with the school board, where the 
findings of the research and suggestions made by the students for the improvement of 
the learning process were presented. 
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In Chapter IV we present and discuss the findings of the research for each of the 
mentioned phases and on the last chapter, chapter V, we present the current situation 
of the vocational school, as well as the conclusions and limitations of this research and 
recommendations for future lines of work. 
There were many drawbacks to the pursuit of this research, as the lack of research on 
VET in Portugal, the lack of data from the Ministry of Education, to the lack of time due 
to my own professional responsibilities. However, I hope the present research may 
contribute to the discussion around disengagement and dropout from VET courses in 
Portugal and may foster future research in this area. 
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Chapter I 
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Purpose and Objectives of the Present Research 
 
 
Research has shown that student engagement is related to academic performance, and 
that disengagement leads to poor academic performance in a variety of key subjects 
(Kelly, 2008; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2004). In the last decades, student engagement has 
been drawing attention toward as a framework for understanding educational concerns 
such as dropout, at least in part because engagement is presumed to be adaptable and 
highly influenced by the learning environment (Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012; 
Shernoff, 2013).  
Dropping out of school may be influenced by family poverty and other social inequalities 
(De Witte, Cabus, Thyssen, Groot, & van den Brink, 2013). Beyond the socio-economic 
status, family conflict and lack of parental support for education can also influence a 
student’s decision to drop out of school (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009; Ensminger & 
Slusarcick, 1992; Lessard et al., 2008). 
Therefore, being able to identify signs of disengagement can represent an important step 
in preventing drop out before it occurs. 
The present research aims at trying to answer the big question that many teachers 
across the country ask themselves: 
 
- Why do students drop out from school? 
 
However, this is a very broaden question. As it was explained in the introduction, the 
researcher’s focus would be the vocational secondary education due to her professional 
experience. But to narrow the question down, we want to understand the disengagement 
process and the factors that may trigger it in different contexts. We believe that it is also 
important to focus on how students, who for a variety of reasons struggled in mainstream 
schools, can be supported and engaged by this alternative form of education and 
training. Therefore, we outlined the following objectives to be answered: 
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1. Understand what engages and disengages students in their learning. 
2. Understand the role of the students’ community context in the success of their 
learning path. 
3. Identify and describe strategies that might help prevent disengagement and its 
consequent dropout. 
4. Give students a voice and include them as co-reseachers in the analysis of the 
previous aims.  
 
To answer these questions, it is vital that we adopt a methodology that places the 
students in the spotlight as the main cast of the research. Therefore, the building of a 
research design that can respond to this is extremely important, although challenging 
and demanding.  
We begin by describing the Vocational Education and Training System as it is 
implemented in Portugal, and then exploring and analysing several researches to get an 
insight of the investigation made in this line of research (engagement and 
disengagement in vocational education), as well as the methodology and the results 
achieved, in order to help building our own methodology. 
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1. The Portuguese Vocational Education and Training System 
 
With this section it is not our intention to do a thorough description of the Portuguese 
Vocational Education and Training System. Our research was conducted at a vocational 
training centre and regards to apprenticeships. Therefore, we intend to highlight the 
features of the several leaning pathways young people have at their disposal in Portugal 
to conclude compulsory education and what distinguishes vocational training at regular 
schools from apprenticeships at vocational training centres, in order to provide a better 
understanding of the purpose and relevance of this research. 
The main strategic challenge behind priorities in educational policy has been improving 
the level of qualifications and competencies of the Portuguese population. Those 
priorities are found in the framework defined by the Lisbon Strategy, which recognises 
the unique role of education and training in economic and technological development, 
social cohesion, personal fulfilment and active citizenship. 
The Portuguese system is based on a set of principles whose aim is to guarantee the 
right to education and training and to ensure equal opportunities of access and 
achievement. Since 1985, it has been structured on the basis of five training levels 
(ISCED). These levels have achieved public visibility and are recognised and accepted 
by most actors in vocational education and training systems, as well as by the social 
partners and enterprises. In addition, the new Quadro Nacional das Qualificações 
(National Qualifications Framework - NQF) defines the national qualification levels, in 
accordance with the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) (CEDEFOP, 2007). 
The Portuguese System is made up of preschool, 1st, 2nd and 3rd cycles, upper-secondary 
and higher education. Pre-school education is optional and is designed for children 
between 3 and school starting age.  
The network of 1st cycle schools, which lasts four years with students from 6 to 10 years 
of age, are organised in close cooperation with the local authorities, offering extra-
curricular activities, including compulsory English classes for 3rd and 4th grades and study 
skills support, as well as other activities such as sport or music, making the school 
timetable compatible with the needs of families.  
The 2nd and 3rd cycles are divided into 2 and 3 years respectively and students range 
between 10 and 15 years of age. 
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Until 2009, as in other European countries, the length of compulsory education in 
Portugal had been 9 years and was divided up into the three teaching cycles mentioned 
above and its successful completion lead to a diploma certifying completion of basic 
compulsory education.  
However, in 2009 a new educational policy was implemented with the objective of 
making upper secondary education the minimum qualification (12 years education) for 
the population as a whole. This goal was achieved through the expansion and 
diversification of qualifying vocational training provision and with an increase in the 
number of places on vocational courses within the public and private networks. The 
ambitious aim was for half of all upper-secondary courses to be of this type (CNE Report, 
2014). 
Secondary education lasts for three years, comprises a single cycle and begins at the 
age of 15. It can be completed either by studying general courses in the sciences and 
humanities with a view to pursuing studies at a higher level, or by following a vocational 
pathway – vocational courses, apprenticeships, specialised art courses, education and 
training courses for adults. These are organised according to differentiated forms with 
permeability between courses and qualify students to enter the labour market but also 
allow them to continue their studies. 
For a better understanding of the context we will proceed to distinguish the different 
learning pathways young people can take to achieve compulsory education certification 
in Portugal. 
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1.1. Vocational education and training at secondary level – Public Regular 
Schools and Private Professional Schools 
 
On completing their basic education, young people who go on to secondary education 
at mainstream schools can choose either for courses in the sciences and humanities that 
prepare them for further study or for courses that provide them with vocational 
qualifications. The latter can be used to enter the labour market or to continue studying. 
Until 2004, vocational courses were only available at private professional schools. 
However, following orientations from the European Union (EU) to modernise the 
European Vocational Education and Training (VET) Systems taking into account the 
concerns on competitiveness at a global scale, it became imperative to reinforce 
qualifications of human resources fostering mobility and employability of students. Within 
this line of strategy, vocational education assumes a decisive role in the European 
policies regarding education and training, leading Portugal to extend, in 2004, this type 
of schooling to mainstream schools run by the Ministry of Education (ME), courses that 
had been exclusive of vocational training centres and professional schools’ networks 
most of which privately run (ME, 2007). 
Since 2004, the growth of rates of students enrolled in vocational education has been 
expressive. In 2004 there were 20.818 students in secondary vocational pathways, while 
in 2016 this number rose to 91.560, a growth of surpassing the growth of regular learning 
pathways. These numbers do not take into account adult education nor the vocational 
pathway until the 9th grade. This is mainly due to the fact that of the 500 secondary 
schools in Portugal, 472 offer vocational education courses since 2004 (PORDATA, 
2018).   
Vocational courses provide a broad range of secondary-level training, their main purpose 
being to prepare students for the labour market. These courses last for three academic 
years. They are divided into modules of varying length, which can be combined in 
different ways and cover three components: socio-cultural, scientific and technical 
training. The technical component varies from course to course and accounts for 
approximately 52% of total training hours, of which 13% are spent training in a work 
environment. 
Successful completion of these vocational courses leads to a Level 4 vocational 
qualification and a diploma in secondary and compulsory education, allowing students 
to pursue their studies at a higher level. 
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These students receive financial support to attend the course (transport and meal 
allowance) and do not pay for any textbooks since all materials are provided by the 
school and produced by teachers. However, there are specific guidelines from the 
Ministry of Education regarding these courses and their contents. Teachers are 
employed by the Ministry of Education and have the same schedule, salary and benefits 
(permanent contract of employment or fixed-term contract, meal and vacation allowance, 
the right to unemployment benefit and paid social security contributions) as teachers of 
the regular system of education. Some specialized teachers may be required to teach 
the technical and practical subjects; therefore, the school has the autonomy to hire 
teachers according to the ministry guidelines. In Portugal it is established the 40-hour 
workweek. At mainstream schools all teachers teach 22 hours per week, the complete 
schedule in Portugal for secondary education, which corresponds at the end of the year 
to 365 days of teaching service. The other 18 hours are used for meetings, lesson 
preparation, test correction or any other service that the school may assign them to. 
These courses may also be provided by private professional schools which receive 
specific funding for that purpose. Students receive the same financial support and a 
recent law, which entered into force in 2013, determines that teachers should be hired in 
accordance to what happens at mainstream schools.  
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1.2. Vocational education and training at secondary level – Institute for 
Employment and Vocational Training 
 
The Ministry of Labour and Social Solidarity (MTSS – Ministério do Trabalho e 
Segurança Social) is responsible for defining, managing and implementing policies on 
employment, vocational training, industrial relations, working conditions and social 
security. It performs its tasks via central, regional and local services and advisory bodies. 
The Institute for Employment and Vocational Training (IEFP – Instituto de Emprego e 
Formação Profissional) is the national public employment service responsible for 
implementing active employment policies, particularly those pertaining to vocational 
training. It performs its tasks through five regional delegations and various local 
executive bodies: 33 Centros de Formação Profissional de Gestão Directa (Direct-
Management Vocational Training Centres), 86 Centros de Emprego (Employment 
Centres) and 1 Centro de Reabilitação Profissional de Gestão Direta (Direct-
Management Vocational Rehabilitation Centre).  
The IEFP participates in 23 Centros de Formação Profissional de Gestão Participada 
(Joint-Management Vocational Training Centres) and 2 Centros de Reabilitação 
Profissional de Gestão Participada (Joint-Management Vocational Rehabilitation 
Centres) which have been set up under agreements with employers’ associations or 
trade union organisations in order to promote vocational training activities at sectoral 
level. These centres have administrative and financial autonomy, providing vocational 
training to young people and adults according to the contents approved by the National 
Agency for Qualification and Vocational Training (ANQEP), but with a private 
management. Each of the 23 training centres is oriented for a specific field of 
employment. IEFP answers directly not to the Ministry of Education, but to the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Solidarity (CEDEFOP, 2007). 
These Vocational Training Centres provide courses under the apprenticeship system – 
initial alternative training – which are intended for young people aged between 15 and 
25 and are run by IEFP. Their purpose is to prepare and qualify young people for their 
first job and ease their entry into working life by offering training profiles that cover three 
areas: improving academic, personal, social and relational skills; providing knowledge 
and know-how in the field of science and technology; and offering practical work 
experience. 
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Apprenticeship courses cover 17 fields of employment: management and administration, 
secretarial and administrative work; commerce; fisheries; ceramics; finance, banking and 
insurance; textiles, clothing and footwear; electronics and automation; electricity and 
energy; jewellery and watch making; woodwork and furniture making; construction and 
repair of motor vehicles; metallurgy and metal working; craft industry; agriculture; cork 
industry; technological innovation; and civil construction.  
In this system young people are called trainees (not students as in the other systems) 
and teachers are referred to as trainers (not teachers). An apprenticeship contract is 
drawn up between the trainee and the training body, stipulating the rights and obligations 
of each party. Students over 18 can terminate the contract at any time without parents 
or legal guardian consultation. 
Apprenticeship courses vary in length, depending on their nature, and include the 
following components: socio-cultural training, scientific and technological training, and 
practical training (which takes place in a working environment and accounts between 30 
and 40% of total course hours, depending on the course). Training in the workplace is 
monitored by a tutor appointed by the body responsible for this training component. At 
the end of the course trainees conduct a final aptitude test (PAF – Prova de Aptidão 
Final) which assesses the skills acquired during the entire course. On successful 
completion of the training process, trainees receive a certification of Level 4 vocational 
qualification and a certificate of completion of secondary education. Apprenticeship 
courses also enable trainees to pursue their studies at a higher level.  
In this system trainees also receive financial support to attend the course (transport and 
meal allowance) and can also receive an accommodation allowance if they live more 
than 50km from the vocational training centre. Some have their own housing and trainees 
may live there until the end of the course and all meals are provided at the canteen. 
Trainees also do not pay for any textbooks since all materials are provided by the training 
centre and the ones with more financial difficulties may receive school materials. 
The course guidelines and contents are nothing like the vocational courses. Here the 
system is modular, and the course is divided in Short-Term Training Units (UFCD – 
Unidades de Formação de Curta Duração) of 25 or 50 hours each. Each UFCD 
programme doesn’t include a specific content but learning objectives. Therefore, it is up 
to the trainer to decide how these objectives are going to be accomplished and the best 
methodology to achieve them. For example, looking at one of the English as Second 
Language UFCDs of the first year, it is presented a 50-hour module in which the main 
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theme is “Know the Problems of Today’s World” followed by the guideline and learning 
objectives:  
 
“The class should identify according to the interests of the group two themes which 
represent a problem for mankind. For example: social exclusion, migration and 
ethnical minorities, drugs, Aids, globalization, technological development and its 
consequence on the world of work, nuclear threat, environment preservation, (…). 
Trainees should: consult several sources of information; select, organise and 
analyse the information; produce written texts; discuss orally the texts; identify the 
importance of changing policies, attitudes and behaviours”. 
 
As we can see, the guidelines are not focused on grammar nor language structures, it is 
the trainer who decides which language contents are going to be used to achieve the 
learning objectives. This allows trainers to prepare tailor-made classes according to the 
features and difficulties of the group and choose the methodologies and strategies that 
best suit the purpose. 
In contrast to regular schools, trainers do not have permanent contracts of employment 
or fixed-term contracts nor receive any kind of benefits. They earn gross wage of 14,4€ 
per hour of effective teaching from which is due 25% of IRS and 28,6% of Social 
Solidarity (the minimum percentage allowed by law applied to 70% of the total amount). 
Moreover, weekends are not accountable in this system for trainers’ teaching service, 
nor they are paid for meetings or any other task they may be asked to do besides classes. 
Trainers also need to prepare all teaching materials since there are no textbooks in the 
apprenticeship system. 
If we do a small exercise and compare the working conditions of teachers and trainers, 
we will see that trainers face an enormous disadvantage. For the same schedule, 22 
hours per week of effective teaching, teachers in the beginning of their career earn 
1139,69€ net wage per month plus benefits and get 365 days of teaching service at the 
end of the school year, while trainers, regardless their age or stage of their teaching 
career, earn 826,27€ net wage and no benefits. Furthermore, at the end of the school 
year they get 261 days of teaching service.  
Teaching service is what allows teachers to rise in their teaching careers and eventually 
start earning more and even choose the school they want to teach in. In this case, we 
can see a clear discrimination between both positions, especially when we are 
comparing the same type of work at the same level of education. These facts are 
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important to the discussion on the level of motivation and engagement of teachers and 
trainers that we will conduct later. 
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2. The Portuguese Context of Dropout 
 
Dropout may be seen as one of the indicators that best expresses the educational 
inequality among countries. Portugal is one of the European countries where the 
phenomenon of dropout is seen as a social and economic problem mainly due to its 
personal and professional consequences. It is considered a “structural disadvantage 
regarding the qualifications of the populations as well as the performance of the 
education and training system, which are clearly a disadvantage for the people and the 
country” (Capucha et al, 2009). 
According to a recent study (Associação Quadros Seniores, 2014), dropout in Portugal 
relates mainly to school failure. It also states that low qualifications of the Portuguese 
population lead to consequences at an individual level – employability and precarious 
jobs, low income, self-esteem, health – as well as in terms of the society – 
unemployment, social cohesion, social mobility, criminality, citizenship, tolerance and 
economic development; - and for companies – lack of specialized work force and, 
therefore, low competitiveness in the markets. Early school leavers who do not continue 
in education are disadvantaged in the labour market and are less likely to be in full-time 
work and more likely to be unemployed or not in the labour market (Robinson & lamb, 
2009). Even in the event of achieving full-time employment, young people and adults 
who have not completed school earn less than those who have fully completed their 
formal schooling. Qualifications are intimately connected to the ability to learn, to adapt 
to changes and to creativity, which are key factors to obtain competitive advantages, 
economic growth and development. 
Although Portugal has presented an impressive educational progress, as shown in 
Figure 1, its population is still characterized by lower educational and professional 
qualifications than the other European countries. According to the Eurostat, in 1992 50% 
of the population aged between 18 and 24 with at lower secondary education were not 
enrolled in further education and training, the highest rate within the European Economic 
Community countries at the time.  
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Fig. 1 – Early leavers from education and training rate in Europe (PORDATA, 2016). 
 
Prior to that, in 1986, Portugal had approved the Lei de Bases do Sistema Educativo 
(Law No. 46/86, 14th October), the Educational System Law, which determines 9 years 
of compulsory education for all, a measure that seemed to improve enrollment rates at 
schools. According to its Article 2(5), “education promotes the development of a 
democratic and plural spirit, with respect for others and their ideas, it is open to dialogue 
and free opinion, training citizens capable of judging with a creative and critical spirit the 
social environment they are integrated in and of committing to their own progressive 
transformation”. Since then, Portugal has been reducing this rate. 
By observing the evolution of the completion rate of secondary school level, the data 
suggests that there has been an evolution in the forty years of democratic regime.  
If we look attentively at statistics of the last Census in 2011 on the population without 
upper-secondary education, we can see that the interior of the country is less qualified 
and has had a slower decrease in its rate when compared to urban and coastal areas 
(Fig. 2 and 3). 
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Fig. 2 – Population without upper-secondary education by sex in Municipalities, 1981-2011 (PORDATA, 
2016) 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 – Population without upper-secondary education by sex in Municipalities, Census 2011. Source: 
INE, PORDATA, 2016. 
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However, the data is presented in general terms. There is no official information available 
on why population without upper-secondary education is higher in the interior, nor which 
type of schools present the highest dropout rates. Moreover, when we researched for 
the dropout rates in upper-secondary education, the data collected referred only to sex, 
but does not show us the type of education system, meaning that we don’t know how 
many students drop out from mainstream schools, professional schools or vocational 
and training centres in any level of qualification, nor who these students are. This shows 
us that there is a gap in the official information available which may cause failures in the 
picture of the context and confirms the relevance of the present research. 
Nevertheless, when comparing Portugal to the other European countries, it is evident 
that there is still a long way to go. By 2009, the rate had decreased to 30,9%, which was 
still the highest in the EU along with Spain. In 2009, Portugal acknowledged the need to 
broaden compulsory education to keep the pace with the other EU countries. In that year, 
Portugal establishes compulsory education for children and young people between 6 and 
18. With the approval of this law (Law No. 85/2009 of 27th August), it became mandatory 
for young people to be enrolled in an educational system until they either completed the 
12th grade or until the age of 18, regardless the level of qualification obtained. In this 
sense, there seems to be a reason to argue that dropout also refers to give up attending 
school while young people are still within the age to attend it.  
Since then, the rates have considerably improved, lowering to 14,4% in 2015 (Eurostat, 
2015) but are still the 5th highest of the European countries, following Spain, Romania, 
Malta and Italy, and far from the goal of 10% established for Portugal until 2020. 
However, this does not necessarily mean that young people are being successful in their 
educational path. It has become common sense that secondary school is a step to 
prepare students for university and, although that was not the spirit of the law, the 
immediate consequence was the dropout of those who have no interest in pursuing 
higher studies and also because regular schools do not provide the necessary training 
to join the labour market.  
Reintroducing in the beginning of this century the Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) at a secondary level understated that flaw in the educational system. Although 
VET schools played an important role to reengage students in the learning pathway, it 
was not enough to solve it. The fact that society saw these schools as second chance 
schools, made it difficult for students, and even parents, to see them as an educational 
alternative (Associação Quadros Seniores, 2014). Moreover, according to a study 
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conducted by the Ministry of Education1, a great percentage of students enrolled in 
professional courses dropout or change their educational path in the middle of the school 
year, mostly because of not being completely aware of the type of courses they had 
chosen, and, at the end, these didn’t comply with the students’ own characteristics 
(ibidem). However, the scope of the mentioned study concerns particularly the 
Professional Schools.  
Regarding VET Schools, and after having requested information from the Ministry of 
Education and the Professional Training and Employment Institute in Portugal, it seems 
that there are no studies concerning the dropout rates or any other rates whatsoever. 
The only information available are the enrolment rates in the beginning of the school year 
and the graduation rates at the end of course, which doesn’t show what happens to 
students in that time. Therefore, the mobility during the school year, the lack of 
information on VET Schools and the lack of accuracy of the rates are some of the 
reasons why the huge decrease of the dropout rates may not quite mean that students 
are actually succeeding.  
The latest council conclusions of November 2015 of the Council of the European Union 
invite members states to explore opportunities for developing or enhancing national data 
collection systems which regularly gather a wide range of information on learners, 
especially those at risk and early school leavers, and that could cover all levels and types 
of education and training. This wide range of information means in particular learning 
more about the age at which discontinuation of education and training occurs; the 
relationship between early school leaving and truancy; differences with regard to early 
school leaving according to gender, academic performance or achieved education 
levels; and the socio-economic background. Although we may claim that this 
recommendation may have come too late, if it is put into force and embrace all types of 
education system, it may help us understand the reasons for early school leaving and 
provide the basis for developing effective guidance and support in school to prevent 
disengagement and early school leaving, that has reached 4.4 million young people 
between 18 and 24 in 2014 in European Union countries (Council Conclusions, 2015). 
The high rate of early school leaving compromises not only the education system, but 
also the development of the human capital and the progress of the country. School 
performance of young people have repercussions in the labour market and in the social 
economic development and, therefore, all society should be committed at finding ways 
to solve this problem and engage students in a learning pathway.  
                                                          
1 http://infoescolas.mec.pt/ 
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Although the Portuguese government has made an effort to accomplish the 2010 target 
on early school leaving, it was clearly not successful. The measures taken to improve 
the rate and reach 10% by 2020 seem to be on the right track. However, in our own 
personal experience students continue to dropout from VET Schools, despite their 
practical model of learning and their high rates of employment. Therefore, the question 
we address is: Why do students drop out from these schools? 
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3. Framing the problem of Dropout and Disengagement 
 
As stated before, dropping out of school is a worldwide phenomenon and it has been 
thoroughly studied in what regular schools is concerned, which hasn’t been the case for 
VET Schools in the Portuguese context. Engagement in schooling is a key factor in 
producing equitable social employment outcomes for all young people. School retention 
is also an issue of growing concern highlighted in international social inclusion agendas 
and prioritised at national and state levels through educational reform policies targeted 
at senior phase of learning (Stemp & McGuinty, 2011). 
An involuntary consequence in some educational settings has been to drive poor 
performing students into seeking education through other alternative settings to increase 
school achievement test outcomes (Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). These have taken up this 
challenge in an effort to reengage students in learning, to promote graduation and 
ultimately to facilitate students’ long-term success (Catteral, 2011).  
However, reengaging students in learning in alternative educational settings has also 
proven to be a demanding task, mainly since these alternative educational settings in 
Portugal like VET schools are seen as second chance schools by the community and, in 
some cases, by parents and students themselves, instead of being seen as a real 
alternative for student development and achievement. Fullarton (2002) finds that it does 
matter which school a student attends; socio-economic status is a persistent influence 
on participation, both at the individual level and at the school level. Even the Official 
Journal of the EU (2011) states that “second chance learning programmes offer learning 
conditions to answer the needs of people who have abandoned school prematurely”. It 
can be argued that this is true regarding adult education and that these programmes are, 
in fact, a second chance for those who are over 25 and wish to pursue their studies. 
However, when it refers to programmes for young people, it doesn’t favour the 
programme itself and can also be misleading. The Official Journal of the EU is the main 
source to access to European Union law and provides guidelines for European countries 
to follow. Addressing to an alternative learning pathway like VET schools as “second 
chance” may be seen as discriminating and mislead governments to treat them the same 
way. Moreover, if alternative programmes are conceptualised by the wider public as 
“second best” to regular schooling, there is a strong likelihood that students themselves 
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will become aware of this deficit view and will devalue their own educational experience 
as not comparable to that of mainstream schooling (Wilson, Stemp & McGinty, 2011). 
Dropping out is more of a process rather than an event. Although it is difficult to 
demonstrate a causal relationship between any single factor and the decision to quit 
school, many studies with similar findings suggest two types of factors that predict 
students’ drop out: factors associated with individual characteristics of students, and 
factors associated with the institutional characteristics of families, and school and 
communities (Hupfeld, 2007). However, we believe that no single factor can completely 
account for a student's decision to engage in or dropout and it may not be simply the 
result of what happens at school. In our perspective, these factors are linked together 
indicating that this may be a multidimensional problem which demands a systemic 
analysis of the process. Therefore, before addressing dropout, we need to better 
understand the process of disengagement, since it became clear to us through our 
reading of the literature that most of the students who eventually dropout begin 
disengaging from school long before. 
For some authors (e.g. Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007), school disengagement is 
defined as a higher order factor composed of correlated sub factors measuring several 
aspects of the process of detaching from school, disconnecting from its norms and 
expectations, reducing effort and involvement at school, and withdrawing from a 
commitment to school, to their own learning and to school completion. Our insights from 
working with schools and our reading of the literature on student disengagement (e.g., 
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004) both suggest that a middle and high school 
student’s decision to not attend school regularly, to misbehave, or to expend low effort 
on their learning are all consequential behavioural indicators of a student’s growing 
disengagement from school and thus might be strongly predictive of dropping out. 
But to better address and understand the question, we need to understand the different 
contexts that are connected to students’ disengagement. 
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3.1 School Context 
 
Considering the school context, Smyth (2006) argues that school disengagement is often 
constructed in terms of deficit and blaming views of students, their families and 
neighbourhoods, suggesting the need for recuperative activities by the teachers or 
school to solve the problem. This is what happens in most schools where a classical 
teaching-learning environment is established, and where students feel that their only 
purpose there is to meet and socialise with their friends, banishing learning to a low 
priority level. Therefore, rather than blaming students or their social background, we 
need to understand early dropout in terms of the process of disengagement that is 
developed between students and schools. 
Experiencing a course failure in the middle grades could be a strong predictor of 
eventually dropping out in secondary education, because a course failure is something 
that dramatically dampens a young adolescent’s perceived control and engagement and 
can also be directly caused by low engagement. Therefore, when students face this 
experience in early years of schooling, they are likely to enrol in other schools with low 
self-esteem and it can be difficult for a student to engage in learning especially if the 
student happens to be one of the oldest in class. 
A detailed exploration of the circumstances relating school to student disengagement is 
provided by Lange and Sletten (2002) who highlight three influential aspects that impact 
upon engagement in the school context – academics, relationships with teachers and 
peers, and school size. The academic aspect takes into consideration suspensions, 
missed classes and academic failures that leave some students “weary of the school 
experience and distrustful that the education system can be a tool for their success” 
(Lange & Sletten 2002, p.11). 
According to these authors, the strength of students’ connections to their peers and 
adults as well as to the overall school climate has a significant impact on the academic 
investment of at risk students. School size is an element linked to research that 
consistently demonstrates that large school size is an important dimension contributing 
to student alienation from the traditional schooling system.  
However, schools usually take credits when their students succeed but should also 
accept the fact of being responsible when they fail, which not always seems to be the 
case. A common response to students who struggle to succeed is to wait and hope they 
grow out of it or adapt to their learning environment and methodologies, to attribute “early 
struggles to the natural commotion of early adolescence and to temporary difficulties in 
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adapting to new organizational structures of schooling, more challenging curricula and 
assessment, and less personalized attention” (Mac Iver, 2007). But when we consider 
vocational courses, which were set in the first place to help students go back to their 
learning pathway, schools need to find strategies to ensure a positive learning 
environment, reinforce pedagogical quality and improve teaching staff skills to face the 
challenge. 
Literature shows that the teaching staff, the school's resources, its teaching and general 
processes and practices taken together make up a school framework that can favour a 
student to engage or, on the contrary, disengage from school. The disrespect for 
students’ own pedagogical preferences, goals and contributions, demonstrated through 
boring and sterile learning environments may lead to student disengagement from 
education (Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012). In fact, students are often 
left out of the discourse on student engagement and are traditionally objectified and 
omitted from this dialogue as they are often configured as the products of formal 
education systems (Murphy, 2001). Some students even tend to receive the least 
interesting, most passive forms of instruction and are given the least opportunity to 
participate actively in their own education, leading from low levels of engagement with 
their learning to high rates of dropping out (Levin, 2000).  
Narrowing this argument to the Portuguese context, when students enrol in a VET course 
to pursue their learning, they expect to find a different way of learning from those of 
regular schools.  But when VET schools act in a traditional way, transmitting knowledge 
the same way to every class and every student, knowing that students have different 
skills and ways of learning, then the expected engagement from students will most likely 
fade out. In our view, what is needed to engage students is not necessarily learning that 
is fun but learning over which they have a sense of ownership, that empowers them to 
make a difference in their lives, connecting with the students’ cultural knowledge and 
accounting for their histories and experiences. Such engagement is an empowering one 
and develops a sense of entitlement, belonging and identification. Otherwise, students 
are doing time, not doing education (Sefa Dei, 2003). 
In addition, teachers may understand students’ engagement as something students do 
and that teachers organise for them, built on “doing for rather than doing with” (Guthrie, 
2001, our emphasis), understanding disengagement as willingness to become involved 
in teacher-initiated tasks (Zyngier, 2008) and at the same time is separated from the 
students’ socio-political and cultural contexts. In this sense, if a student is engaged then 
the teacher is responsible, but if the student is disengaged then the problem is with the 
student. Fullarton (2002) call this correlation between participation and achievement as 
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causality. Through our own experience, we know it is claimed by teachers that over a 
period of time some young people become alienated from education and from their 
schools. This is too often equated with disengagement. While this disengagement might 
be seen as a problem of the individual student in terms of dropping out or problematic 
behaviour at school, it can also more appropriately be seen in terms of the school failing 
to enable the student to achieve their potential and desirable outcomes. 
When we think about disengagement and the role of schools in the process, we also 
need to consider the stability of the teaching staff which has implications in terms of 
ensuring students’ needs and pedagogical continuity. This stability is not assured in 
Portuguese VET schools. While regular school teachers have contracts with benefits 
(monthly salary, social security payment, meal allowance and unemployment allowance 
at the end of contract), VET school teachers have limited contracts with wage payment 
by the hour of effective teaching and no benefits of any kind. Therefore, there is a huge 
mobility of the teaching staff every time a VET teacher is called on to teach at a regular 
school.  
Moreover, many teachers who are not acquainted with the VET system and began 
teaching there for the first time, encounter many difficulties in terms of pedagogical 
materials when compared to regular schools. The VET system hasn’t got any textbooks 
and learning materials need to be produced by teachers according to national guidelines, 
subject, training course and type of students. It is important in this type of vocational 
training centre to build strategies and materials that can meet the students’ needs, in 
order for them to also see themselves as represented in the curriculum. This model is 
supported by Gale and Densmore (2000), who explain that what is required in the 
classroom is pedagogy where: 
“The very nature of what is learnt is mediated by the group; the content becomes 
entwined in who these students are as people. Moreover, it reworks the test of 
isolation that students face in the classroom that are organised to (re)produce 
their disconnectedness (p.149).” 
At the beginning of each course, students make a diagnostic test on every subject of the 
course and the learning materials are then produced according to the results. Which 
means that, for example, the same subject may be taught differently to different classes 
of the same vocational training course, depending on their level of knowledge, which 
represents an enormous amount of work for teachers. Having that said, many teachers 
do not cope with this working method and end up leaving the VET school system.  
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For this reason, there seems to be a compelling reason to argue that the lack of 
permanent involvement of teachers may be considered as a disengagement element at 
VET schools. In the VET system it is important to have a teaching staff that can motivate 
and engage students, develop monitoring mechanisms and educational tutoring and 
make an appropriate classroom management, which can only happen if trainers know 
their class well.  
For Wilson et al (2011) the ideal would be for every teaching staff to be composed of 
highly qualified professionals with experience in working with young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and have the necessary skills to identify the strengths that 
each student brings to the educational setting and would be able to develop 
individualised learning plans to ensure that each young person reached their full 
potential. These authors suggest that the teaching staff themselves should be supported 
by a range of qualified support staff such as youth workers and guidance counsellors to 
ensure that young people achieve both academic and social outcomes. But such ideal 
is far from being a reality. 
 
 
3.2. Community Context 
 
Reflecting on disengagement, Willms (2003) found that while the ‘‘contextual affects’’ of 
school are important, a high percentage of minority or low socio-economic status 
students in a school led to higher dropout, but not necessarily disengagement. Some 
authors (e.g. Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007) have documented how students in high-
poverty neighbourhoods face greater dangers and temptations than when they were 
younger and are often recruited into roles that interfere with school attendance and 
involvement (e.g., as they are recruited by their families to be caregivers, by peers to be 
colleagues on out-of-school adventures or feel the need to work and earn an extra 
income to help their family).  
Therefore, students can experience a range of pull-and push factors out of school 
settings that may promote disengagement from schooling, a perspective shared by the 
report of the Equality and Human Rights Commission published in 2009, which suggests 
that young people face a range of personal and situational barriers to participating and 
remaining engaged in learning after the age of 16, claiming that engagement may not be 
a simple choice for all young people since they experience a gradual process of 
disengagement that becomes entrenched.  
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Living in a socially deprived geo-demographical area was shown in the report as being 
one of the barriers that caused low rates of participation of young people in learning. It 
is stated that young people from deprived neighbourhoods are less likely to develop 
ambitious and achievable aspirations, such as goals they set themselves for the future 
and their motivation to work towards these goals. We highlight that it is important, 
however, not to generalise across all deprived neighbourhoods since some young people 
from deprived neighbourhoods may have very high aspirations. Moreover, groups of 
young people who participated in this study highlighted the importance of money to 
enable them to effectively engage in learning over a sustained period of time. For most, 
this was a matter of accessibility, as money provided them with the opportunity and the 
means to participate. However, parents’ unemployment, lay-offs, wage cuts and low 
household incomes may drive young people to make a decision that could change their 
lives. 
This line of perspective gains weight regarding the Portuguese context. The fact that 
companies keep a conservative survival strategy based on underqualified workforce and, 
therefore, cheap, fosters early school leaving students to get jobs and to help provide for 
their families. Moreover, the lack of effective gains for people with higher qualifications 
makes young people accept the low-quality jobs offered. This aspect is sustained by data 
collected by GEPE – Portuguese Office for Education Statistics and Planning (2014). An 
inquiry was made to assess school development of secondary students at the end of 
2013/2014 school year, distinguishing students attending regular schools and students 
attending other alternative educational pathways. Although being an inquiry based on 
students’ assumptions, findings were revealing.  
When these last were asked why they would stop studying and leave school, 31% 
answered “to get a job and earn money” and 8,3% “for economic reasons”. Even though 
it represents students’ intentions, it is evident that it brings us to the aim of getting 
immediate gains at the expenses of an educational qualification. Therefore, low family 
budgets may contribute to students’ disengagement and, consequently, to the decision 
of leaving school.  
Moreover, low-skilled parental occupation and parental non-completion of post-
secondary education and training must also be considered as contributing influence for 
early school leaving. The Equality and Human Rights Commission published in 2009 
tells us that parents may also find it difficult to support children in their learning as they 
are unable to engage with texts and letters from school. In addition, tensions may be 
caused as a result of parents, who may be well educated but who now find themselves 
faced with inactivity and a loss of status.  
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According to DGEEC – Direção Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência (General 
Administration for Statistics in Education and Science, 2014) when it surveyed parents’ 
qualifications of students attending vocational and professional schools in Portugal, 
12,6% had finished elementary school level and 51,6% had finished the 6th or 9th grade 
of education. When we compare these rates with the ones of students who had already 
interrupted their learning path, 17,1% had dropped out in the 9th grade and 31,6% in the 
10th grade, which demonstrates a clear correlation between parents who have not 
completed secondary education and students who begin to disengage and dropout 
before completing that same level of education. We must stress, however, that these 
data should not be generalised and taken as a whole, since this survey was made to part 
of the school population in Portugal. Nevertheless, it gives us a good insight of parents’ 
qualifications and the potential effect that it may have on their children. 
Our experience tells us that human capital plays a key role in predicting disengagement 
and dropouts. Students whose parents have low educational qualifications tend to do 
worse in school than those with high educational qualifications. Furthermore, parent 
engagement was most often reported (e.g. Zyngier, 2007; Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 
2007) as a necessary factor for a student to be successful in school. These researchers 
stated educational support (both financial and emotional) from parents is key to a student 
being successful and staying in school. If parents do not hold high aspirations for their 
children’s educational attainment, the students will not see the purpose of staying in or 
doing well in school. On the other hand, if parents are engaged early in their children’s 
educational career, they are more likely to be successful in school. Parent’s interest and 
investment in their children’s education shows them that education is important. This 
may consequently increase the students’ likelihood of having good academic 
performance. 
Another aspect we need to draw attention to is the degree to which parents feel welcome 
in the school. Where the (attributed) deficit is in the background of the student, then 
parents too are reduced to being recipients of school-based programmes rather than 
being empowered to be active partners in their children’s educational development 
(Smith et al., 2001, p. 132). In addition, Gonzalez (2015) claims that schools should 
foster a “welcoming culture” towards parents and families, promoting expectations 
regarding their children’s performances at school and the completion of their 
qualification. She believes that the idea of an engaging educational school is linked to 
the idea that it should provide an environment which is open to families as equal partners 
in the education pathway of children and young people. However, if empowering parents 
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to participate in students’ school may be seen as an engagement factor, there is an 
underlying argument against this point of view from the VET schools’ perspective. 
As we said before, in Portugal young people can enrol in secondary level courses in VET 
schools aged 15 to 25, therefore, by the time they do it most of them have reached 
adulthood and have the legal age to be their own legal guardians in all school’s matters. 
Also, in case they engage in school as a minor they have the choice to change that status 
once they turn 18. Which is something they usually do. Therefore, what some authors 
(Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007; Smith et al., 2001; Zyngier, 2007; Gonzalez, 2015) 
have been discussing about the advantages of bringing parents into the school context, 
we propound the view that it is not an advantage at all in VET schools since parents 
hardly are involved, not because they do not want to, but because the system itself allows 
them not to without having a choice, taking young people full responsibility for their 
actions. 
Being accountable for their own actions and being out of the compulsory school age 
means that they are free to leave school anytime they want. Therefore, unless vocational 
schools double the effort in engaging their students in learning and making them 
understand how profitable it would be to have a higher qualification, they will most likely 
disengage and consequently dropout if they face modest financial circumstances. 
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4. Reflecting on Engagement 
 
Student engagement is increasingly seen as an indicator of successful classroom 
instruction and is increasingly valued as an outcome of school improvement activities. 
Students are engaged when they are attracted to their work; they persist despite 
challenges and obstacles and take visible delight in accomplishing their work (Schlecty, 
1994). 
Student engagement also refers to a “student’s willingness, need, desire and compulsion 
to participate in, and be successful in the learning process” (Bomia et al, 1997, pp. 4). 
Definitions in a number of studies on student engagement (Ricard & Pelletier, 2016; 
Hang, Kaufman & Patil, 2015; Black, Polidano & Tseng, 2012) have identified it as a 
desirable attribute in schools. They frequently include a psychological and behavioral 
component. Student engagement is used to discuss students’ attitudes towards school, 
while student disengagement identifies withdrawing from school in any significant way 
(Willms, 2003). 
Relationships between students and adults in schools, and among students themselves, 
are a critical factor of student engagement. This is especially true among students 
considered to be at-risk and without another positive adult interaction. There are several 
strategies for developing these relationships, including acknowledging student voice, 
increasing intergenerational equity between students and adults in schools, and 
sustaining student/adult partnerships throughout the learning environment (Fletcher, 
2005). 
Students’ positive engagement can be influenced by feelings of doing well, having 
teachers they could talk to, having friends, and participating in sport and other activities 
(Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012). Assessing student engagement is an 
essential step towards a school becoming a successful proponent. A teacher’s ability to 
engage students has been proposed as an element of teacher certification, and an 
essential component of teacher preparation curricula (Cook-Sather, 2002). 
Nonetheless, it is our experience that most teaching staff at schools do not have a broad 
understanding of what engagement really means and most of the times mistake it for 
motivation. Having gone through this process, we know undergraduate students at 
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university are often told that they should prepare activities that could motivate their 
students, but these trainee teachers are never told they should prepare activities to 
engage them. Therefore, it all starts with the wrong foot. These teachers are well 
intentioned, exhibiting initiative and effort to involve students in numerous activities. 
However, if teachers themselves do not understand the concept of engagement, how 
are they supposed to promote an engaging learning environment?  
To deal with this, Grønberg (2013) argues that engagement is linked to the students' 
relationship to the teachers and to the subject learned and the way it is positioned in a 
cultural context. She claims that teachers unintentionally contribute to legitimizing 
disengagement through their actions, reactions and pedagogical strategies. 
Fullarton (2002), however, articulates a definition of engagement, based on the 
conceptualisation by Finn and Rock (1997) as “participation in the social, extracurricular, 
and athletic aspects of school life in addition to or in place of extensive participation in 
academic work” (p. 222). Fullarton reviewed the research literature on student 
engagement to argue that such participation in extracurricular activities is related to the 
development of a sense of “belonging” that in turn promotes a sense of “self-worth” and 
a decrease in dropping out, particularly with students at highest risk. This view agrees 
with Freiberg’s (1996) concept of students as citizens in their classroom, who feel a 
sense of ownership and responsibility, rather than being engaged on the level of 
‘tourists’. But the question as to why some students fail while others succeed remains. 
Looking at factors in schools’ programmes that encourage success (Geiger, Amrein-
Bearsley, 2017; Geiger, 2016), we conclude that programmes that support rigour and 
high standards at the same time as they stress collaboration between school teachers 
and students and their communities are the most successful ones.   
Ample research evidence points to the fact that schools do make a difference in the life 
of many disengaged and disadvantaged students. Engagement might be achieved by 
careful packaging of the learning material to be interesting and capable of raising and 
maintaining the students’ attention (Geiger, Amrein-Bearsley, 2017; Houtte & Demanet, 
2016). Engagement in this perspective is measured by the students’ attention, interest, 
enthusiasm and cooperation with the teacher in learning the intended materials. 
However, most of the times there is no focus in this perspective on the involvement of 
students in the process of learning or on questioning the learning and knowledge 
generated. Engaged students in this perspective are passive, obedient and compliant.  
Meece (2003) reports increased motivation and academic engagement under teachers 
using learner-centred practices. In general, teachers who show care for their students, 
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focus on developing higher order thinking, listen to student voices, and adapt instruction 
to individual needs, facilitate greater engagement in their students. (e.g. Houtte & 
Demanet, 2016; Smit, 2013). 
From a critical/transformative pedagogy perspective, engagement is achieved “when 
students’ interests and choices are taken seriously and the teacher working with the 
students establishes connections beyond the prescribed curriculum to other things 
including students’ lived experiences” (Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992, p. 260). 
Students’ engagement from this perspective is a measure of their empowerment to seek 
knowledge relevant to themselves and their context, problematize such knowledge and 
apply it to greater control over their lives and their environment (McInerney, 2006). 
As we have seen, researchers have long been concerned about the lack of student 
engagement in schools. In the 1930s, when John Dewey proposed the radical 
transformation of schools that led to the creation of career and technical education 
courses over the next ninety years, all in the name of student engagement. But most 
importantly, in the early 1990s Jonathan Kozol (1991, pp 5) observed that, “we have not 
been listening much to children in these recent years of summit conferences on 
education, of severe reports, and ominous prescriptions. The voices of children, frankly, 
have been missing from the whole discussion.” With these longstanding indictments, it 
is tantamount that all schools continue to evolve towards becoming more engaging, more 
meaningful and more powerful learning environments for all students. 
Much has been written about engagement and disengagement in relation to education. 
As we have said before, young people are at risk of disengagement from school when 
their life circumstances or learning experiences impede learning, reduce school success 
and discourage participation. However, some imply the students’ actions to be 
consequential of social circumstances, such as culture, socio-economic status, or family 
background, while others see them as responsive to the cultures of schools and 
education systems (Atweh, Bland, Carrington & Cavanagh, 2008). Although some 
research has pointed out to individual factors and personal attributes associated with a 
greater likelihood of non-completion of school (e.g. Wilson, Stemp & McGinty, 2011; 
Rumberger, 2001), we consider that individual factors are caused by the correlation of 
multiple risk circumstances and influences, as well as “oppressive activities and 
structures in school and society” (Atweh, Bland, Carrington & Cavanagh, 2008). 
But whether disengagement is triggered by institutional, individual or community factors 
or by peer pressure, it all comes down to what students think, feel and need. Academic 
progress and success depend on this. Students know their learning needs and problems 
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and are in the best position to tell the school what to learn and how to learn it. Therefore, 
the first and best approach would be listening to what they have to say. In the end it is 
about what the students themselves say and think:  
“It is the students themselves who will be able to tell us that they are engaged and 
who will say whether their education is working for them in a culturally sensitive and 
relevant way. It is the students who will be able to tell us whether the offers on 
educational programmes are real or illusionary. It is at the point of teachers and 
students responding to each other in relation to classroom discourse and 
assessment practices where we are truly going to see whether or not students feel 
that school is for them. It is within this space that education can provide a chance 
that is not illusionary, and that it can indeed be engaging and lead to purposeful, 
relevant and productive educational outcomes (McFadden & Munns, 2002, pp. 
364).” 
Disengagement is a phenomenon that has been for the past years under the highlights 
of many researchers. We believe that it is a complex process that needs to be addressed 
from an insider perspective, the students’ perspective, for better understanding. 
Therefore, the most important thing, although hard, is identifying the methodology which 
can help us involve students in our research, since they are the main actors of any 
education system and building a research design capable of answering our research 
question.  
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5. How can previous studies help research meet the goal 
 
Being a major problem in many developing countries, dropping out is often obscured 
within statistical data and by the emphasis on initial access. While statistical data can 
highlight the problem, less is known about the processes of drop out, and the reasons 
why and how it occurs. This chapter brings together previous research done in this area. 
Dropout is an under-researched area, even though the problem is prevalent. The present 
review can help illuminate some of the complexities around dropping out and bring new 
insights to the phenomena. By understanding dropouts further there will be greater 
potential to move towards a more meaningful notion of access (CREATE, 2008). 
As said before, young adults who did not complete high school are more likely to be 
unemployed, to be welfare recipients, and when employed, to earn less money on 
average than their peers who did complete high school. No single risk factor can 
accurately predict dropout. However, prediction is more accurate when multiple risk 
factors are present (Rumberger, 2011). 
Researchers have begun to explore the diverse profiles of students who drop out of 
school and suggest the presence of several groups: students who are a) disrupting 
school, b) chronically struggling with academics, c) bored with the learning process, or 
d) quiet dropouts (Bowers & Sprott, 2012a, 2012b). These last seem to make up the 
largest percentage of dropouts and include students with lower attendance, lower 
academic performance, and lower extracurricular involvement.  
Researchers have also started to discuss risk factor related to school characteristics, 
their size, policies, course offerings, the relationship between students and teachers, 
agreeing that school effectiveness cannot be measured alone by its dropout rates. 
Rumberger and Palardy (2005) argue that academic achievement, student transfers, and 
dropout rates should be considered together when evaluating school effectiveness.   
School dropout has been defined as leaving education without obtaining a minimal 
credential which most often means a higher secondary education diploma (De Witte, 
Cabus, Thyssen, Groot, Van den Brink, 2013). In the OECD countries, about 72% of all 
25 to 34-year-olds had completed the 12th year or equivalent in 1999, the same level of 
education in the European Union of 77.3% of the population in 2005, and a similar level 
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to that of the United States (European Commission, 2006). However, according to De 
Witte et al, these rates may mask several things: first, the diversity of standards by which 
school dropout and completion are measured across numerous studies, from “event” 
and “status dropout rates” to “graduation” and “status completion rates”; second, the 
multiplicity of differential criteria underlying them, e.g. the age, grade and time range, 
regular or alternative school, grade entrance versus completion, etc. (Rumberger and 
Lamb, 2003); and third, the interest involved in their measurement. 
In order to reduce the dropout rates, the “Lisbon 2000” and the “Europe 2020” goals have 
been formulated in Europe, expressing the desire that at least 85 percent of all 22-year-
olds in the European Union complete upper-secondary education and a maximum 10% 
of all pupils leave school early (European Commission, 2006). But despite the attention 
given on the part of policy makers, school dropout still is a crucial issue. 
Given the attention the failure and dropout problem has been receiving at a national level 
in Portugal, there is surprisingly little information about effective practices or policies and 
even less on the integration and effective implementation of practices and policies. There 
is also little information about the reasons why students drop out of school. The existing 
research on the Portuguese case has focused on identifying groups at risk and probable 
factors by analysing report cards and school data or describing prevention or intervention 
programmes, and much of the research has relied on correlation statistics or descriptive 
case studies rather than on experimental design. Some practices used do not have 
strong evidence of effectiveness (e.g. Associação Quadros Seniores, 2014). It combines 
research findings with expert opinion and has not clearly differentiated results from 
experimental research from correlation or descriptive studies.  
Studies in Portugal have been focusing mainly on regular schools and have been leaving 
vocational and alternative schools out of this discussion. Moreover, it seems that 
research has also been focusing on qualitative data and on what schools have to say, 
rather than listening to what students have to say about their educational path. Therefore, 
there is a need for a review of research to verify what research design have researchers 
been using worldwide in order to conduct a research that will allow us to understand the 
disengagement and dropout phenomena in Portugal.  
In contrast to previous literature on school dropout (e.g. Rumberger, 1994), we do not 
aim to fully summarise the dropout literature. Instead, we focus on methodological issues 
and research trends. We attempt to analyse the methodology used by researchers with 
the aim of producing an overview of the approaches to help us create our own research 
model. 
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5.1 Article Identification Process 
  
We used a multiphase process to identify articles and studies for inclusion in our review. 
The first step was to identify empirical studies of disengagement and dropout directed at 
understanding these phenomena, which included a combination of the following key-
terms: high school and middle school dropout, dropout prevention, high school 
graduation/completion, school disengagement, school engagement and school 
engagement programmes. To ensure the academic rigor, research studies were limited 
to peer-reviewed publications. Evidence suggests that although not infallible, the peer 
review process does provide important checks on research quality and relevance 
(Fletcher & Fletcher, 2003; Roberts & Shambrook, 2012). As an additional criterion for 
inclusion, we have pragmatically restricted the literature search to English, Portuguese 
and Spanish language literature. 
This chapter has benefited from journal articles, books and reports from the past two 
decades (1997 to 2017). To this end we have used the search engine Scopus and WOS 
(Web of Science). The most recent articles were requested to their authors on Research 
Gate, due to the fact that they were still not available online 
 
 
 5.2 Abstract Review 
  
To ensure a comprehensive review of relevant literature, abstracts were read to 
determine if the full article should be reviewed using the following criteria. Besides the 
need of being a peer-reviewed empirical study, we excluded the many literature reviews, 
position papers, programme reviews or descriptions, as well as books or chapters 
focused only on intervention or policies. Although being important contributions to this 
topic, this chapter is focused on the characteristics of research designs, their tools and 
methodology and how they have met the initial goal. We included studies that were 
conducted throughout the world in the mentioned languages and which included 
qualitative studies, quantitative studies, mixed-method approach, case studies or 
experimental designs.  
Also note that, in this literature review, we did not focus on the level of primary and post-
secondary (or university) education, as the target of our research is secondary vocational 
education. Also, literature reviews and grade retention studies were excluded. 
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To sum up, from the first search were retrieved 401.000 documents. After applying all 
the criteria described, 487 papers were considered. From the 487 abstracts read, a total 
of 145 were retained for full article review. We read and reviewed each article to 
determine if it met the criteria used for the abstract review. Of the 145 articles reviewed, 
80 matched the criteria and were included in our analysis. The other 65 articles didn’t 
match one or more criteria that were absent from their abstract. 
  
 
5.3 Coding Procedures 
  
To summarise the existing empirical literature on disengagement and dropout, we coded 
each article across five categories. First, it was important to understand the purpose of 
the study and whether it interrelates with the purpose of the present study. Then, the 
methodology and tools used to conduct the study (qualitative/quantitative studies, field 
studies, interviews, observation, school documents, questionnaires, statistical 
information, photography, other). It was also important to know the sample used by each 
study, as well as the results obtained from it. Therefore, studies were coded according 
to the following criteria: a) purpose of the study; b) methodology; c) tools; d) sample, and 
e) results. 
They were displayed in two charts, one concerning studies at vocational and alternative 
schools, the second chart at regular schools, in a chronological order, from the most 
recent studies to the earliest and the country where the study was conducted was 
identified. This may help us understand how dropout and the engagement and 
disengagement process is researched and dealt within different countries and 
continents, as well as among the different systems of education. 
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Coding and inclusion definitions for full article review 
 
a. Context and 
Purpose of the study 
 
1. 1. Domestic Study was conducted in Portugal 
2. International Study was conducted outside Portugal 
3. Type of school Middle school, secondary or high school, vocational school 
b. Research design 
 
1. 1. 
Qualitative/Quantitative 
 
2. Group and group 
quasi-experimental 
Experimental design which compares differences between 
groups on a dependent variable as a result of an 
independent variable with a control group 
6. Correlation and 
casual comparative 
Studies that aim at determining the relationship among 
groups  
4. Case study Results are reported in single-subject fashion but 
experimental control was not achieved 
5. Mixed-methods Study used multiple research design types to answer 
research questions 
6. Other Include narrative description and ethnography 
c. Tools  E.g. questionnaires, surveys, interviews, focus group, 
observation, video recording, photographs 
d. Sample size  Number of students/schools/parents included in the study 
e. Results Main findings  
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 Disengagement and dropout – Regular Schools 
Study Purpose Method Tools Sample Results 
Geiger, Amrein-
Beardsley (2017)  
The USA 
Participants’ perception 
of a dropout programme 
that targeted at-risk high 
school students while 
utilising student-teachers 
as tutors and mentors 
Mixed-method 
approach 
Focus group with a 
stratified random 
sample of student 
participants; survey to 
student-teachers and 
teachers 
36 students divided 
by 5 focus groups; 
survey to all the 
students of the 
2014-15 academic 
year (100% 
response rate); 
survey to 15 
teachers 
Students can succeed when 
adequate resources are 
funnelled into programmes 
meant to help them. Involving 
students-teachers is a 
positive aspect 
Grossen, 
Grobler, Lacante 
(2017)  
South Africa 
Study the practice of 
retention for learners who 
do not achieve 
adequately academically 
Quantitative 
School records, Career 
Development 
Questionnaire 
323 students, of 
which 213 grade 11 
(104 male and 109 
female) and 110 
grade 12 (67 male 
and 43 female) 
The policy of repeated 
retention does not contribute 
positively to the academic 
achievement or to career 
maturity of grades 11 and 12. 
Improved learner 
performance in primary 
school will reduce retention, 
progression and dropout later 
on. 
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Omollo, Yambo 
(2017) 
Kenya 
The influence of peer 
pressure on secondary 
school students’ drop out 
in Kenya 
Mixed-method 
approach 
Questionnaires, 
interviews 
200 students, 20 
principals, 15 
teachers, of 20 
public secondary 
schools 
Peer pressure highly 
influence students’ dropouts. 
Teen pregnancy and lack of 
financial support are also 
seen as factors that 
contribute to dropouts. 
Ouma, Ting, 
Pesha (2017)  
Tanzania 
Investigate different 
factors that explain the 
phenomena of school 
dropout in mining areas 
Mixed-method 
approach 
Semi-structured 
questionnaire, focus 
group, in-depth 
interviews 
200 respondents 
who dropped out of 
school 
Results revealed loss of 
interest to education, 
alongside with migration, 
school absenteeism, death of 
both parents or separation of 
parents, communities poor 
perception to education, lack 
of school necessities, peer 
pressure, family obligations, 
early pregnancy and early 
marriage. 
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Weybright, 
Caldwell, Xie, 
Wagner, Smith 
(2017) 
South Africa 
Examine the influence of 
substance use and 
leisure experience 
predictors and identify the 
risk of dropping out of 
secondary school 
Longitudinal 
Study, survival 
analysis 
Survey 
601 Learners from 9 
schools followed 
from grade 8 until 
grade 11 
Dropout is a process of 
disengagement over time 
from the educational system. 
Results indicate that being 
male, not living with one’s 
mother, smoking cigarettes, 
lower levels of leisure-related 
intrinsic motivation 
significantly predict dropout. 
Ziemer, Pires, 
Lancaster, Keller, 
Orr, Shipp (2017)  
The USA 
The combination of 
loglinear models and 
correspondence analysis 
to gain insight into high 
school dropout 
Longitudinal 
Study 
Student records from 
Kentucky Statewide 
Longitudinal Data 
System 
The population of 
public school 
students in the state 
of Kentucky 
Correspondence analysis can 
extend the insights gained 
from SLDS data and provide 
new perspectives on 
dropouts. 
Argentin, 
Barbetta, Maci 
(2016) 
Italy 
Assess the impact of 
Family Group 
Conferences (FGC) as a 
preventive tool of dropout 
in school settings 
Qualitative 
Questionnaire, school 
records 
15 lower secondary 
schools, 262 
students 
FGC increases parental 
involvement, it reduces 
students’ perception of 
teachers’ hostility and it 
improved students’ self-
efficacy about learning and 
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their satisfaction about their 
school experience. 
Muñoz-Salazar, 
Acuña-Collado 
(2016)                
Chile 
Characterise adolescents 
between 14 and 17 years 
old and examine the 
reasons why they drop 
out of regular educational 
system and why they 
chose to continue their 
studies in the adult 
educational system 
Quantitative 
research 
Survey containing 
characterisation 
questions and a 
dichotomies scale of 73 
items to detect reasons 
of dropping out 
233 students 
Among the reasons for 
dropping out was lack of 
motivation, problems with 
teachers, not understanding 
the material given, to assume 
parenting responsibilities, 
family demand (in a lesser 
degree) 
Orpinas & 
Raczynski (2016)  
The USA 
To evaluate the 
association between high 
school dropout and six 
dimensions of school 
climate 
Longitudinal 
Study 
Survey: Overt 
victimisation, relational 
victimisation, positive 
relationship with peers, 
school connectedness, 
caring adult at school, 
meaningful 
participation at school. 
Analyses were 
conducted in SPSS. 
638 students 
(followed for seven 
years from Grade 6 
to Grade 12) 
More boys than girls dropped 
out of school. Students who 
dropped out reported 
relational peer victimisation 
and lower positive 
relationships with peers, 
school connectedness, caring 
adults at school and 
meaningful participation in 
school. 
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Ricard, Pelletier 
(2016)           
Canada 
To examine whether 
parent and teacher 
support could predict 
dropout of high school 
Qualitative 
Questionnaire, school 
reports two years later 
624 students in nine 
French-speaking 
schools in grade 10, 
aged 15 
Reciprocal friendships 
contributed to the prediction 
of dropping out of high 
school, above and beyond 
the effects of academic 
motivation, or parent and 
teacher support for basic 
psychological needs. 
Saeed, Dickson, 
Asare (2016)  
Ghana 
Ascertain the major 
influencing factors 
affecting basic school 
dropout in rural Ghana 
Mixed-method 
approach, cross 
sectional 
research design 
School records data, 
questionnaires, focus 
group discussions, 
interviews and 
participant observation 
176 respondents: 
130 school dropouts, 
31 parents of school 
dropouts, 13 head 
teachers, the district 
education director 
and the head of the 
district education 
service 
Teachers’ attitude, corporal 
punishment, death and 
sickness of parents lead to 
dropout in schools. The risk 
of early school dropout is 
much higher in families with a 
low standard of living. 
Teenage pregnancy and child 
labour are also factors 
influencing dropout. 
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Şahin, Arseven, 
Kilic (2016)  
Turkey 
Investigate the causes of 
students’ absenteeism 
and school dropouts at 
primary, secondary and 
high school level and 
develop suggestions to 
solve this problem 
Qualitative 
research 
approach 
Semi-structured 
interview, consisting of 
nine questions. Content 
analysis method 
64 school principals 
Five categories were found 
that causes student 
absenteeism and school 
dropout: causes originating 
from the family, from director 
or teacher behaviours, from 
the school setting, from the 
students and environmental 
causes. 
Cabus (2015) 
The Netherlands 
Does enhanced student 
commitment reduce 
school dropout? 
Descriptive 
statistics 
BRON data, an 
administrative panel 
data source covering 
all students going to 
school in the 
Netherlands over the 
years 2004-2009 
All Dutch students 
The underlying problems to 
school dropout are 
heterogeneous among 
individuals and, therefore, 
interventions can have 
distinct impacts across 
different student populations 
Christian (2015)  
Nigeria 
Underscore the extent 
the variables of school 
location, students’ gender 
and school section can 
predict the rate of dropout 
Ex post facto 
design, 
quantitative  
School records of 
students’ enrolment, 
retention and 
completion 
All secondary school 
students in River 
State 
There is a very high dropout 
rate. However, neither school 
location, gender and school 
section has significant effect 
on the rate of school dropout. 
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of secondary school 
students 
Fitzpatrick, 
Archambault, 
Jonosz, Pagani 
(2015) 
Canada 
Assess whether 
preschool working 
memory contributes to 
high school dropout risk 
at age 13 
Longitudinal 
Study 
Imitation Sorting Task 
at young age; grade 
retention history and 
school performance at 
grade 7 
1824 children 
assessed at ages of 
2,5 and 3,5 on 
working memory 
Increase in children’s working 
memory skills predicted a 
26%reduction in being in the 
high risk group for dropout. 
Higher economic status and 
intellectual skills predicted 
lower high school dropout 
risk. 
Jia, Konold, 
Cornell (2015)     
The USA 
Test The association 
between school-wide 
measures of an 
authoritative school 
climate and high school 
dropouts 
Longitudinal 
study 
School demographics, 
survey, student reports 
315 high schools, 
52012 students from 
grades 9-12 
When students perceive their 
teachers as supportive, high 
academic expectations are 
associated with lower dropout 
rates. An authoritative school 
climate is associated with 
lower dropout rates. 
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Parr, Bonitz 
(2015)   
The USA 
Predict high school 
dropout based on family 
background, student 
behaviour, and school-
beliefs through the 
analysis of a Longitudinal 
national data set 
Longitudinal 
study  
Data set based on the 
National Education 
Longitudinal Study 
(2002-2006) 
752 schools, 15753 
high school students 
Socioeconomic status, 
academic performance, 
parental involvement, and 
absenteeism were most 
predictive of high school 
dropout. 
Portillo-Torres 
(2015) 
Costa Rica 
Analysis to strategies 
(curriculum reform, 
assessment methods 
reform, introduction of 
extracurricular activities) 
implemented by the 
Ministry of Education 
during 2006-2014 to 
prevent school dropout 
Longitudinal 
study 
Document analysis, 
survey 
Reforms and 
measures taken by 
the ME in 64 schools 
as pilot-project 
There is no evidence to 
confirm that the implemented 
model had positive results in 
preventing dropout. 
Strategies should be 
implemented according to 
school context and needs. 
Bell (2014) 
The USA 
Explore why Black males 
drop out of school and 
examine the current 
employment status of the 
study participants 
Qualitative 
study 
In-depth interviews 
15 Black American 
male high school 
dropouts in a 
snowball sample 
74% of students dropped out 
because of no academic 
factors such as medical 
needs or problems, while the 
other 26% because of 
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academic factors such as not 
liking the teachers or 
schoolwork being too hard. 
Ioana, Anda, 
Cornelia, Mariana 
(2014) Romania 
Name causes for school 
dropout 
Quantitative 
study 
Data from the National 
Institute of Statistics 
and Social Assistance 
and Child Protection 
All students enrolled 
in school from 2005-
2012 
The main causes of school 
dropout on all levels of 
education are high 
absenteeism, learning 
difficulties, poor school 
performance and low 
motivation of pupils for school 
activities. 
Livingstone, 
Celemencki, 
Calixte (2014)  
Canada 
Gather youths’ 
perspectives on causes 
of, and solutions to, the 
higher dropout rate of 
black students 
Action Research 
Project 
Data from the 2006 
census, training the 
youth in qualitative 
methods: observation 
and field notes, focus 
group discussions, five 
workshops, 
questionnaire  
16 students aged 
15-18 of four high 
schools, engaged as 
leaders and decision 
makers 
Black youth believe academic 
achievement is influenced by 
family, peers, school and 
neighbourhood. The study 
reveals that high school 
students possess the 
maturity and commitment to 
participate in research 
projects. 
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Messiou (2014) 
England  
Involving students as co-
researchers in schools 
Students as Co-
Researchers 
Two-day workshop for 
students and facilitators 
Two secondary 
schools 
Such approaches, which 
place students at the heart of 
the research process, can be 
viewed as a matter of 
inclusion 
Carbonaro, 
Workman (2013)  
The USA 
Examine how close and 
distant friendship ties 
affect a students’S risk of 
dropping out. 
Longitudinal 
study 
In-home interviews; in-
school survey  
80 schools and 52 
middle schools, 
90118 students 
ranging in grade 
from 7 to 12. 
Students with more close 
friendships are less likely to 
dropout. Distant relationships 
with friends who have a high 
risk of dropping out increase 
a students’ own risk of 
dropping out. 
Iachini, Buettner, 
Anderson-
Butcher & Reno 
(2013) 
Understand academic 
disengagement and re 
engagement process 
from the perspective of 
students 
Qualitative 
study 
Semi-structured 
interview guide, 2 focus 
groups 
13 students, aged 
between 17 and 20 
Behavioural, discipline 
challenges and lack of 
teacher support are barriers 
to success 
Sang, Koros, 
Bosire (2013)  
Kenya 
Determine and analyse 
the dropout levels of 
public secondary schools 
Cross Sectional 
Research 
Design 
Questionnaires, 
statistical analysis 
(SPSS) 
64 public secondary 
schools in the Keri 
ho district,  
Dropout rates were higher in 
day schools compared to 
boarding schools; mixed 
compared to single sex 
Conceptual Framework | Inês Rodrigues 
 
51 
 
in Kenya between 2004 
and 2007 
schools. Dropout rates 
increased with increasing 
levels of education. 
Shahidul (2013) 
Bangladesh 
Understand the parents’ 
household decision-
making process with 
respect to allowing girls 
to drop out of school 
Mixed-method 
approach 
Questionnaires 
Parents of female 
students of 5 
secondary schools 
Mothers had less bargaining 
power than fathers in the 
decision-making process. 
The father’s participation 
positively predicts the 
dropout outcome for girls. 
Smit (2013) 
The Netherlands 
Explore the way student 
participation can be 
incorporated into 
educational practice, in 
particular in the form of 
the student participation 
process "students as co-
researchers" 
Students and 
teachers as co-
researchers 
Action research by 10 
teams of students and 
teachers; 5 workshops 
to prepare for 
researchers' role; 
photographs, drawings, 
videos, observation 
and interviews with 
staff;  
Primary and 
secondary school 
students aged 6-16 
and their teachers 
from 5 primary 
schools and 1 
Secondary school 
(10 teams of 6 
students and 1 
teacher) 
Teachers and students of 
various capacities and with 
various attitudes entered into 
the development of a new 
way of working that enabled 
them to participate in 
decision-making. They 
learned and changed in the 
process of co-researching. 
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Vasconcelos 
(2013) 
 Portugal 
Determine whether there 
is a link between school 
dropout and the 
economic status of 
students' families, with 
their low social, cultural 
and economic resources  
Qualitative and 
descriptive 
study 
questionnaire, 
interviews (content 
analysis) 
18 students at risk 
and their parents of 
3 secondary schools 
disengaged students come 
from poor backgrounds, and 
lack social and affective 
skills. Families do not value 
school work 
Ajaja (2012)  
Nigeria 
Determine the pattern of 
dropout among 
secondary school 
students in A state in 
Nigeria 
Ex post facto 
design, 
quantitative 
School attendance 
register 
120 senior 
secondary schools 
and 120 vice 
principals 
There is a higher percentage 
of dropouts among females, 
in rural and public schools. It 
was concluded that the single 
most important factor which 
influence students pattern of 
dropout from school is the 
sex of the students. 
Andrei, Profiroiu, 
Andrei, Iacob 
(2012) 
Romania 
Identify the 
characteristics of dropout 
in four of the eight 
development regions of 
Romania 
Quantitative 
study 
Statistical data 
Primary and 
secondary schools 
in the four regions 
south of the country, 
the entire school 
population 
School dropout increased in 
the south during the period 
2000-2009, compared to the 
rest of the country. Dropout is 
higher in rural areas and for 
the male population. 
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Black, Polidano, 
Tseng (2012)  
Australia 
Examine patterns of re-
engagement in education 
among early school 
leavers 
Quantitative 
study - HILDA 
dataset 
HILDA survey (large 
nationally 
representative survey) 
12000 Australians 
aged 15 years and 
over 
The early years after leaving 
school are important, with 
rates of re-engagement 
dropping dramatically in the 
first three years out from 
school. Finding work is an 
important motivator for 
returning to study 
Carrington, 
Bland, Spooner-
Lane & White 
(2012) 
Australia 
Attitudes to school and 
student perception of 
engagement and 
disengagement  
Young People 
as Researchers 
Model 
Questionnaire 
administrated by 
middle Year students, 
secondary analysis by 
the authors 
239 students, 
grades 8, 9 and 10 
Students have the capacity to 
undertake valued and 
meaningful research and can 
make infirmed contributions 
to school improvement and 
student engagement 
Fall, Roberts 
(2012) 
The USA 
Assess how indicators of 
social context, self-
systems (identification 
with the school, e.g.) and 
engagement relate to 
academic achievement 
Longitudinal 
study 
Data from the 
Education Longitudinal 
Study of 2002-2004, 
questionnaires 
752 schools, 15362 
students, 13488 
parents, 14081 
teachers, 743 
principals, 718 
librarians 
Perception of social context 
predicts students’ self-
perceptions, which in turn 
predict students’ academic 
and behavioural engagement 
and academic achievement. 
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and dropping out of 
school. 
Henry, Knight & 
Thornberry 
(2012)  
The USA 
Assess the extent to 
which a school 
disengagement warning 
index predicts dropout 
and problem behaviours 
in middle and late 
adolescence and early 
adulthood 
Longitudinal 
study 
8th to 9th grade school 
records, interviews, 
data from police and 
child welfare records 
1000 7th and 8th 
grade students’ 
records, 12 
interviews 
(repeatedly) 
School disengagement 
warning index is a strong 
predictor of high school 
dropout; early school 
disengagement affects young 
adult problem behaviour 
Yi, Zhang, Luo, 
Shi, Chen, 
Brinton, Rosella 
(2012) 
 China 
Measure the dropout rate 
in China’s poor rural 
areas; identify factors 
correlated with dropping 
out (poverty, poor 
academic performance, 
costs). 
Quantitative 
study 
Survey (household 
consumption assets, 
math test, 
characteristics of 
students, families) 
7800 grades 7, 8 
and 9 students from 
46 randomly 
selected junior high 
schools in two 
provinces 
Dropout rates are higher for 
students that are older, from 
poorer families (and families 
in which parents are not 
healthy), or are performing 
more poorly academically. 
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Ananga (2011)  
Ghana 
Explore the dropout 
experience of students 
who dropped out of 
Schools located in rural 
communities. How do 
students’ definition of 
dropout manifest in the 
types of dropout 
Qualitative 
study 
 46 In-depth interviews; 
students’ narratives; 
CREATE’ analytical 
framework; attendance 
records, photovoice 
18 students aged 7-
17 from 2 rural 
schools identified by 
snowball sampling 
The study shows that dropout 
is the outcome of a process. 
Five types of dropout 
emerged from the study 
which may help establish 
strategies for prevention. 
Andrei, 
Teodorescu, 
Oancea (2011) 
Romania 
Identify the most 
important causes that 
lead to an increase of 
school dropout in EU 
countries. 
Quantitative 
study 
Data set recorded in 
the 27 EU countries 
during 2000-2009 
processed in excel and 
EViews 
All school population 
Increased education 
expenditure share in GDP 
resulted in improved quality 
of education and reduced the 
school dropout. 
Unemployment, migration, 
economic and social factors 
also determine a certain level 
of school dropout. 
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Lumby (2011)  
England 
Explore the views of 
young people on the 
factors that have enabled 
them to experience 
school positively 
Longitudinal 
study 
Subset of a national 
data set (4900 
questionnaires, 798 
interviews) 
Interviews to 65 
young People 
considered 
disaffected or 
disengaged (year 11 
and 12) 
Schools act to maintain 
homeostasis and a 
substantial minority of young 
people are at risk due to 
organizational and national 
unwillingness to decouple 
economic benefit from the 
existing system 
Whannel, Allen 
(2011) 
Australia 
Investigate the influence 
of the teacher and family 
relationships during 
secondary school for 18 
to 22-year-old students 
who had dropped out of 
secondary school 
Mixed-method 
approach 
Questionnaire 
144 students from 
two student cohorts, 
ages 18 to 22 from 
two separate cohorts 
of a tertiary bridging 
programme 
The residential situation and 
the quality of student-teacher 
relationships influenced the 
quality of the academic 
outcomes achieved in 
secondary school, with the 
student-teacher relationship 
being the dominant factor. 
Family situation is not 
predictive of school 
completion. 
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Chirtes (2010) 
Romenia  
Prevent and decrease the 
rate of school dropout 
through the joint efforts of 
social institutions and 
inter-curricular and multi-
curricular teamwork. 
Quantitative 
study 
Data related to 
students’ families and 
school environment 
made available by the 
city council and schools 
682 students of 7 
schools 
The main cause of school 
dropout are family factors 
and personal background, 
namely low income, parents’ 
low level of education, 
parents’ excessive 
consumption of alcohol, as 
well as students’ low learning 
abilities. 
Lessard, Poitier, 
Fortin (2010)  
Canada 
Analyse the relationships 
between the students 
commitment, satisfaction, 
perceived achievement 
level, attitudes towards 
teachers, the perceived 
support and structure 
provided by teachers and 
the dropout risk. 
Exploratory 
study 
Six Questionnaires 
(dropout assessment, 
classroom environment 
scale, student life) 
4312 high school 
students (2227 girls 
and 2085 boys) from 
4 different schools, 
studying at the five 
levels of secondary 
school 
Student-teacher relationship 
was not found to be a 
variable which allowed to 
differentiate students at risk 
or not of school dropout. 
Satisfaction and achievement 
allow the distinction between 
at risk and non-at risk 
students. 
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Martinez, Enguita 
& Gomez (2010) 
Spain 
Early school dropout and 
school failure 
Qualitative 
study 
Database of school 
records (856 students), 
36 interviews to 
students who had 
dropped out 
Students aged 
between 16 and 25 
There are different behaviour 
profiles depending on the 
time of drop out; changing 
from elementary to high 
school is critical 
Archambault, 
Jonosz, Fallu, 
Pagani (2009) 
Canada 
Develop and examine the 
predictive value and 
multidimensional nature 
of student engagement 
and its specific 
components in predicting 
dropout 
Longitudinal 
study 
Questionnaires, official 
school records 
11827 students 
attending 7th to 9th 
grade from 69 high 
schools 
Students engagement can be 
defined by 3 specific 
dimensions, but the 
behavioural component 
predicts dropping out 
because of its proximity to 
the outcome. 
Boorman, Nind & 
Clarke (2009)  
England 
How girls perceive their 
educational inclusion and 
exclusion and what they 
feel works for them 
Qualitative; 
visual and 
narrative 
methods 
Visual and Digital 
technologies 
(photographs, video 
diary); "imaginative 
listening" and activity-
based processes 
(comic strips) 
Girls labelled with 
BESD (behavioural, 
emotional and social 
difficulties) and 
excluded from 
mainstream 
education 
Visual and narrative methods 
opened up opportunities for 
girls to explore new ways of 
communication aspects of 
their homes and educational 
experiences, expressing 
preference for an educational 
system which hears, values 
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and respects them as people 
and as learners 
Boon (2008)  
Australia 
Investigate issues related 
to Indigenous non-
Indigenous people 
students at risk of 
dropping out of school 
before gaining adequate 
qualifications 
Quantitative 
study 
Questionnaires; SPSS  
1050 students aged 
12-15 in three urban 
high schools 
For both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous students, 
suspensions are a stronger 
predictor of low achievement 
than socioeconomic or family 
factors.  
Carrington, Bland 
& Brady (2009) 
 Australia 
Investigate the 
phenomenon of middle-
year student engagement 
and disengagement and 
provide possible solutions 
from students’ 
perspective 
Young People 
as Researchers 
Model 
Two-day workshop, 
school-based Projects, 
sharing conference 
Four government 
secondary schools, 
teachers and 20-30 
students from each 
school 
It is time to focus on more 
strongly on the issues of 
engagement and 
disengagement from the 
viewpoint of the students 
themselves. It is an authentic 
perspective. 
Lessard, Butler-
Kisber, Fortin, 
Marcotte, Potvin 
& Royer (2008)  
Describe how dropouts 
navigate their educational 
journeys and what 
precipitated dropping out 
Longitudinal 
study 
Individual interviews, 
questionnaire  
80 dropouts’ 
interviews, 808 
questionnaires 
Dropouts faced adverse 
external conditions and 
rejection by peers and 
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Canada sometimes teachers, which 
caused aggressive behaviour 
Meeker, 
Edmonson, 
Fisher (2008)      
The USA 
What are the factors that 
prevent students from 
completing high school? 
Qualitative 
study 
Surveys containing 
open-ended questions, 
focus groups (13 
students), semi-
structured interviews 
(13 students) 
158 students who 
had dropped out 
from schools in 
Texas, 64 male and 
93 females 
The factors mentioned by 
students were pregnancy or 
parenting a child, bad attitude 
and poor choices, 
dysfunctional school and 
conflict with the teachers, 
dysfunctional home, did not 
fit in the school. 
Balfanz, Herzog 
& Mac Iver 
(2007) 
Early identification and 
intervention in middle-
grades schools to combat 
student disengagement 
and increase graduation 
rates. 
Longitudinal 
analysis 
Individual-level 
longitudinal dataset 
using attendance, 
demographic, 
administrative, course 
and credit, and test 
data. 
13000 students from 
1996 to 2004 
Indicators reflecting poor 
attendance, misbehaviour 
and course failures in 6th 
grade can identify 60% of 
students who will not 
graduate from high school. 
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Hansen, Toso 
(2007) 
The USA 
Explore why gifted 
students drop out of high 
school and e amine the 
effects of dropping out on 
their plans for the future. 
Qualitative 
Leaving School 
Questionnaire, 
interviews, test scores, 
thematic analysis 
14 participants (6 
females and 8 
males) who had 
dropped out at the 
age of 17 
The dropouts of the study 
were gifted, but found school 
unchallenging and designed 
for others. No institution can 
learn from its failures if 
people do not discuss and 
analyse them. 
Suh, Suh (2006)  
The USA 
Investigate the 
relationship and impact of 
educational engagement 
and high school degree 
attainment among school 
dropouts 
Longitudinal 
Study 
Data from the National 
Center for Education 
Statistics, interviews 
 8th grade students, 
678 males and 752 
females  
Findings show that self-
concept engagement factors 
have a long-lasting impact on 
degree attainment, while 
school-related study habits 
and organisational skills while 
in school are significantly 
associated with eventual 
degree attainment among 
dropouts. 
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Suh, Suh (2004)  
The USA 
Discuss factors related to 
high school credential 
among dropouts, and the 
significance of this 
findings with respect to 
raising high school 
completion rate 
National 
Education 
Longitudinal 
Study 
School record data, 
Interviews and re-
interviews 
12144 8th grade 
students, of which 
1686 dropouts 
Approximately two-thirds of 
the sample of high school 
dropouts eventually attained 
some form of high school 
credentials within 8 years of 
their class graduation. It is 
suggested that the dropout 
event should be understood 
as a part of normal life 
process for some students, 
instead of the end of an 
educational pursuit. 
Farmer, Estell, 
Leung, Trott, 
Bishop, Cairns 
(2003) 
The USA 
Examine how early 
adolescent aggression, 
popularity, and peer 
group membership are 
related to not completing 
school 
Longitudinal 
study 
Interviews, SCM 
(Social Cognitive 
Maps) 
475 participants 
(248 girls and 227 
boys) 7th grade 
Membership in popular and 
zero-popular groups was 
linked to dropping out, while 
membership in a nonpopular 
group appeared to be 
protective for aggressive 
youth. All aggressive who 
were socially isolated 
dropped out, while 
nonaggressive who were 
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socially isolated tended to 
complete school. 
Vitaro, Larocque, 
Janos & 
Tremblay (2001) 
Canada 
Test a prediction model 
of early withdrawal from 
school: peer-related 
variables and socio-
family variables 
Longitudinal 
study 
Social Behaviour 
Questionnaire; report 
cards;  
751 boys aged 6-17 
from 53 schools 
located in 
disadvantaged areas 
Early disruptiveness and 
early academic performance 
can predict dropout, as well 
as affiliation with 
deviant/dropout friend 
Jimerson, 
Egeland, Sroufe, 
Carlson (2000)  
The USA 
Explore multiple 
predictors of high school 
dropouts across 
development. 
19-Year 
prospective 
Longitudinal 
Study 
Data collected at age 1 
through age 19, school 
graduation status, 
school records, 
observation 
177 children and 
their families from 
first time pregnant 
women, who were 
followed from the 
birth of their child 
through age 19 
Results demonstrate the 
association of the early home 
environment, the quality of 
early caregiving, 
socioeconomic status, IQ, 
behaviour problems, 
academic achievement, peer 
relations, and parent 
involvement with dropping 
out of high school at age 19. 
Dropping out is a dynamic 
process that begins before 
elementary school. 
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Vitaro, Brendgen, 
Tremblay (1999)  
Canada 
Test the role of grade 
retention/special 
classroom placement as 
a putative mediating 
variable in the trajectory 
to early school dropout by 
testing whether an 
intervention during 
childhood can decrease 
school dropout in 
adolescence. 
Longitudinal 
study 
Social behaviour 
questionnaire (SBQ), 
observation; IQ 
assessment at the age 
of 13; school records 
904 boys enrolled in 
53 schools while in 
kindergarten; 149 
from those were 
chosen for the study 
The programme had an 
indirect effect on later school 
dropout through its impact on 
grade retention and 
classroom placement. Early 
withdrawal from school can 
be reduced through the use 
of early intervention aimed at 
reducing disruptive 
behaviours and preventing 
non-AARC placement. 
Ellenbogen, 
Chamberland 
(1997) 
Canada 
In-depth comparison of 
the friendship networks of 
at-risk and not at-risk 
students during middle 
adolescence (age 14-16) 
Comparative 
study 
Questionnaire, school 
reports; a priori and a 
posteriori tests 
191 high school 
students (109 male 
and 82 female) 
At-risk students have more 
dropout friends, more 
working friends, fewer school 
friends and fewer same-sex 
friends. The disengagement 
process of males and 
females differ in many 
respects. 
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Mok (1997)   
Hong Kong 
Developing a supportive 
and positive English 
Language enrichment 
curriculum and 
programme with students 
input and involvement 
Action Research 
Project, 
Empowerment 
Through 
Involvement 
Networking activities; 
inter-class activities; 
class activities; small 
group activities 
31 classes from 
level 1 to level 7, 
1200 students, 58 
teachers and 15 
members of staff 
Students were more 
motivated to learn if the 
activities were student-
centred; when students are 
empowered, they will be 
more motivated, work harder 
and strive for better 
performance. 
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Disengagement and Dropout – Vocational and Alternative Schools 
Study Purpose Method Tools Sample 
Houtte, Demanet 
(2016) 
Belgium  
To investigate whether 
teachers’ shared 
expectations of students are 
associated with students’ 
intention to drop out, 
focusing on students in 
vocational tracks. 
Mixed-method approach 
Data from the Flemish Educational 
Assessment (2004 and 2005), 
questionnaires  
11844 students in 85 
Flemish secondary 
schools; 2589 vocational 
students 
Putwain, Nicholson 
& Edwards (2016)  
UK 
Examine instructional 
practices used with students 
who had been previously 
disconnected or disengaged 
from their education 
Model of student 
engagement by Reschly 
& Christenson (2012) 
semi-structured interviews with staff 
and students; semi-structured 
classroom observations 
School which provides 
alternative education 
provision, students aged 
14-16 years 
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Andersen, Tolstrup, 
Rod, Ersboll, 
Sorensen, 
Holmberg, 
Johansen, Stock, 
Laureen, 
Zinckernagel, 
Ollgaard, Ingholt 
(2015) 
Denmark 
Evaluation design of the 
Shaping the Social 
intervention which is a 
programme integrating social 
and educational activities to 
promote students’ well-being 
and reduce smoking and 
dropout in upper secondary 
vocational education. 
Non-randomised cluster 
controlled design 
Survey, computer-based 
questionnaire, education records 
2329 students from four 
intervention schools and 
33371 students from six 
comparison schools 
(aged 15 and above); 
teachers of the 
intervention classes  
Hang, Kaufman, 
Patil (2015)  
Vietnam 
The impacts of school 
administration autonomy 
support on students’ learning 
motivation and their 
intentions to persist or drop 
out of a vocational school 
Qualitative questionnaires 
209 students (35 
females, 174 males) of 
the Industrial Vocational 
College of Hanoi, aged 
17 to 23. 
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Ingholt, Sorensen, 
Andersen, 
Zinckernagel, Friis-
Holmberg, Frank, 
Stock, Tjornhoj-
Thomson, Rod 
(2015) 
Denmark 
The specific relationships 
between the social 
environment within the 
schools and the institutional 
structures in order to analyse 
reasons for school dropout 
and their relation to 
wellbeing, cigarette smoking 
and substance use 
Qualitative Study 
Ethnographic method, including 22 
qualitative interviews and fieldwork 
with participant observation, 
informal interviews, discussion 
meetings, four group interviews  
17-19 years old students 
of four vocational 
schools 
Volodina, Nagy, 
Köller (2015)  
Germany 
The relationship of cognitive 
and scholastic abilities, 
vocational interests, and 
personality traits with 
vocational success of 
trainees of VET. 
Longitudinal study 
Three subtexts of the Cognitive 
Ability Test; school achievement 
tests; Neo Five-Factor Inventory to 
measure personality; Revised 
General Interest Structure Test to 
assess vocational interests; 
satisfaction with VET assessment 
scale; dropout intention tested by 
the scale from the study Learning 
Processes, Educational Careers 
and Psychosocial Development in 
Adolescence 
1819 trainees of 
different areas 
(technicians and 
industrial clerks). 
Average age 18,20. 
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Gronborg (2014)  
Denmark 
How students’ identities are 
constituted through social 
categories and how this 
affects students’ educational 
trajectories and dropouts 
Qualitative field study in 
which the author was 
enrolled as a student at a 
car mechanic program at 
a VET school 
Observation, semi-structured 
interviews 
Interviews to 15 
students, 5 teachers, 1 
school leader, 1 school 
counsellor; daily field 
notes; four students 
were chosen as a 
portrait of their peers 
Heers, Klaveren, 
Groot, van den 
Brink (2014) 
The Netherlands 
Examine the impact of 
community schools on 
student dropout, particularly 
on pre-vocational education 
Quantitative study BRON data tracking system 
All students enrolled in 
pre-vocational education 
between 2004 and 2008  
Varre, Irvin, Jordan, 
Hannum, Farmer 
(2014)    
The USA 
Identify the reasons for 
student dropout in an online 
course in a rural setting  
Qualitative, Content 
analysis, inductive 
approach 
Email statement answering four 
research questions 
720 Students, on-site 
facilitators and local staff 
from 93 rural schools 
Grønborg (2013)  
Denmark 
Explore disengagement from 
a student perspective 
Autoethnographical 
approach 
Field study  
Enrolment in a car 
mechanic programme at 
a VET school, 28 
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students between 16 
and 18. 
Tas, Selvitopu, 
Bora, Demirkaya 
(2013) 
Turkey 
Determine the reasons for 
dropout for students who 
have not completed 
vocational education 
programme 
Qualitative research 
Semi-structured interviews, 
inductive content analysis 
19 participants who had 
left vocational schools 
without a diploma 
Dore & Lüscher 
(2011) 
Brazil 
Identify the factors that 
contribute to students' 
persistence or dropout in 
vocational and technical 
education  
Qualitative and 
quantitative research 
Statistical information, National 
Sampling survey 
National Survey 
Meyers, 
Houssemand (2011)  
Luxembourg  
Find perceived causes of 
dropout in vocational 
education 
Qualitative study 
Semi-structured interviews, which 
were recorded and transcribed 
18 Teachers in 
secondary vocational 
education 
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Cabus, De Witte 
(2010) The 
Netherlands 
Examine the impact of a one-
year increase in compulsory 
school-age on dropping out 
at VET secondary education 
Quantitative study 
BRON dataset of the Ministry of 
Education, data from DMO 
Amsterdam  
Data on all students 
enrolled in secondary 
education in the 
Netherlands (approx. 
45.000 students, years 
2005/6 to 2008/9) 
Filliettaz (2010) 
Switzerland 
To reflect on the challenges 
and difficulties met by 
apprentices when engaging 
into work at the beginning of 
their training programme. 
Case study based on 
empirical material 
Ethnographic observation (160 
hours of audio-video recording) 
40 apprentices engaged 
in three different 
technical trades: 
mechanics, automation 
and electric assembly, 
aged 15-18 years. 
Byrne, Canavan & 
Millar (2009)  
Ireland 
Participatory Research 
project with teenagers who 
have left school early.  
Voice-Centred Relational 
method of data analysis 
and interpretation 
Participatory data analysis, focus 
group 
 Early school leavers 
(unspecified number)  
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Jäppinen (2009)  
Finland 
Does not analyse the 
reasons for dropping out, but 
establishes the good 
practices and operating 
models underpinning 
reduction in dropouts in 
vocational schools 
Qualitative 
Questionnaire, interviews to school 
representatives and teachers 
14 education providers 
whose institutions had a 
dropout percentage of 
between 4 and 8% in 
2003, representing 30 
vocational schools and 
10000 15-20-year-old 
students 
Tyler, Lofstrom 
(2009) 
The USA 
Understand who exactly is 
dropping out of school and 
examine the state of 
knowledge regarding 
dropout-prevention and 
second-chance programmes 
Quantitative 
Current Population Survey and 
Common Core of Data 
National data of 
students ages 15-24 
Terry (2008)  
Canada 
Identify the reasons for 
dropping out of school and 
reengaged later in life 
Qualitative 
Official documents, personal 
documents, one-to-one interviews 
70 participants from two 
literacy programmes 
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Beekhoven, 
Dekkers (2005)  
The Netherlands 
Assess the reasons for very 
early school leaving of boys 
in the lower secondary 
vocational track 
Mixed-method approach 
Data from PRIMA (large Dutch 
educational cohort study), 
questionnaire, interviews, four case 
studies 
372 boys receive a 
questionnaire, 65% 
answered; four 
questionnaires in the 
four consecutive years, 
17 interviews 
Johnston, Cooch, 
Pollard (2004)     
The USA 
Analyse the effectiveness of 
an alternative school for 
preventing dropouts 
Mixed-method approach School records, Survey 
 211 students of an 
alternative school in 
Wyoming 
Attwood, Croll & 
Hamilton (2003) 
Study the outcomes of a 
programme for young people 
who are not attending school 
Qualitative study 
Document analysis, statistical data 
from school records, Interviews and 
questionnaire 
26 post-16 students, 
course tutors, school 
managers, education 
service staff 
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6. Analysis 
 
To provide an overview of the related literature, the characteristics of all included studies 
are summarized and described first for their purpose. Next, methods, tools and samples 
are synthesized and discussed. 
 
6.1 Year and Context of the Study 
 
From the studies analised, only three were conducted in the 90’s, 25 in the beginning of 
this millennium, between 2001 and 2010 and 52 studies, more than half of our results, 
were conducted between 2011 and 2017. It is worth mentioning the increasing interest 
of the scientific community for the disengagement and dropout themes, meaning that 
these are in today’s agenda and is being widely debated. 
 
 
Fig. 4 - Number of studies per decade of publication (Source: Self elaboration). 
 
Also, from these studies we could notice that disengagement and dropout have been a 
concern in the American continent where 31 studies were conducted, opposing 5 in 
Oceania and 6 in Asia. Despite the studies conducted in European countries (27), there 
is no study conducted in Portugal which aimed specifically at understanding these 
phenomena from students’ point of view. Worth mentioning is also the fact that 9 studies 
included in our analysis were conducted in an African country. 
Conceptual Framework | Inês Rodrigues 
 
76 
 
 
Fig 5 - Number of studies per continent (Source: Self elaboration). 
 
It is worth saying that only 22 of these studies were conducted in vocational schools or 
in other alternative pathways (e.g. Houtte, Demanet, 2016; Putwain, Nicholson & 
Edwards, 2016; Hang, Kaufman, Patil, 2015; Grønborg, 2013; Dore & Lüscher, 2011), 
while all others (58) were conducted at middle or secondary schools. This expresses the 
need of a deeper research at vocational and training schools, since almost half of the 
secondary students in Portugal currently attend such schools. 
 
6.2 Purpose of the Study  
 
From the 80 studies included in our analysis, only 15 studies aimed at understanding 
disengagement from students’ perspective (e.g. Grønborg, 2013; Iachini, Buettner, 
Anderson-Butcher & Reno, 2013; Smit, 2013; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 
2012; Lumby, 2011; Boorman, Nind & Clarke, 2009; Carrington, Bland & Brady, 2008; 
Mock, 1997).  
Studies conducted in North America (5 studies) included terms such as assessment (e.g. 
Fitspatrick, Archambault, Janosz, Pagani, 2015; Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 2012), 
evaluation (e.g. Orpinas & Raczynski, 2016), test (e.g. Jia, Kinild, Cornell, 2015; Vitaro, 
Larocque, Janos & Tremblay, 2001) or description (e.g. Lessard, Butler-Kisber, Fortin, 
Marcotte, Potvin & Royer, 2008), and when defined within an educational setting, 
assessment, evaluation, and testing are all used to measure how much and how well the 
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stated goals and objectives are met, as opposed to terms such as explore (e.g. 
Grønborg, 2013; Smit, 2013; Lumby, 2011), involve (e.g. Messiou, 2014) or develop (e.g. 
Mock, 1997) that may have broadened meanings.  
 
6.3 Research Design 
 
17 of the studies included in this review were quantitative (e.g. Grossen, Grobler, 
Lacante, 2017; Muñoz-Salazar, Acuña-Collado, 2016); Qualitative methodology was 
used in 22 studies (e.g. Argentin, Barbetta, Maci, 2016; Ricard, Pelletier, 2016), while a 
mixed-method approach of qualitative and quantitative methodology was used by 13, all 
of them combined with different approaches (e.g. Omollo, Yambo, 2017; Dore & Lüscher, 
2011; Whannel, Allen, 2011). One of the studies had an autoehnographical approach 
(Grønborg, 2013), while 21 were longitudinal studies (e.g. Orpinas & Raczynski, 2016; 
Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 2012; Lumby, 2011; Lessard, Butler-Kisber, Fortin, 
Marcotte, Potvin & Royer, 2008; Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007; Vitaro, Larocque, 
Janos & Tremblay, 2001). Six studies based their methodology on Action Research (e.g. 
Messiou, 2014; Smit, 2013; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012; Carrington, 
Bland & Brady, 2008) and one used Voice-Centred Relational method of analysis (Byrne, 
Canavan & Millar, 2009). 
 
 
Fig. 6 - Research Method (Source: Self elaboration). 
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6.4 Tools 
 
13 studies included statistical and data analysis; school records as well as report cards 
were used in 24 studies (e.g. Baroutsis, Mills, McGregor, Riele & Hayes, 2016; Henry, 
Knight & Thornberry, 2012; Lumby, 2011; Martinez, Enguita & Gomez, 2010; Balfanz, 
Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007; Attwood, Croll & Hamilton, 2003; Dire & Lüscher, 2011; Vitaro, 
Larocque, Janos & Tremblay, 2001). Surveys were used in 12 studies (e.g. Orpinas & 
Raczynski, 2016; Vasconcelos, 2013; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012; 
Lumby,2011; Lessard, Butler-Kisber, Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin & Royer, 2008; Attwood, 
Croll & Hamilton, 2003; Dore & Lüscher, 2011; Vitaro, Larocque, Janos & Tremblay, 
2001), while structured and semi-structured interviews were applied by 27 studies (e.g. 
Baroutsis, Mills, McGregor, Riele & Hayes, 2016; Putwain, Nicholson & Edwards, 2016; 
Iachini, Büttner, Anderson-Butcher & Reno, 2013; Smit, 2013; Vascocelos, 2013; Henry, 
Knight & Thornberry, 2012; Lumby, 2011; Martinez, Enguita & Gomez, 2010; Lessard, 
Butler-Kisber, Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin & Royer, 2008; Attwood, Croll & Hamilton, 2003).  
Interviews are, with no question of a doubt, the most used tool of collecting information 
to explore the views, experiences, beliefs and motivations of individual participants. They 
are believed to provide a deeper understanding of social phenomena than would be 
obtained from purely quantitative methods, such as questionnaires (Gill, Stewart, 
Treasure, Chadwick, 2008). Questionnaires were used by 25 studies (eg. Omollo, 
Yambo, 2017; Putwain, Nicholson & Edwards, 2016; Ingholt, Sorensen, Andersen, 
Zinckernagel, Friis-Holmberg, Frank, Stock, Tjornhoj-Thomson, Rod, 2015). 
The least used tools were visual tools such as photography, drawings, video diaries, 
used in only 3 of the included studies (Smit, 2013; Ananga, 2011; Boorman, Nind & 
Clarke, 2009). Only one study included field study (Grønborg, 2013), four included 
workshops at schools (Messiou, 2014; Carrington, Bland & Brady, 2008), and one 
included class and inter-class activities (Mock, 1997). Focus group was also used only 
by 7 studies. 
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Fig. 7 - Research Tools (Source: Self elaboration). 
 
 
6.5 Sample size 
 
Seventeen studies presented a sample of more than 1000 subjects, which included 
students, teachers and members of staff) from middle and secondary schools (e.g. Mock, 
1997; Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver, 2007; Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 2012); twenty-two 
studies presented a sample of more than 200 subjects and less than 1000 (e.g. Orpinas 
& Raczynski, 2016; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012; Lessard, Butler-
Kisber, Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin & Royer, 2008; Vitaro, Larocque, Janos & Tremblay, 
2001); twenty-two studies presented a sample of less than 100 subjects or targeted small 
groups (e.g. Grønborg, 2013; Iachini, Buettner, Anderson-Butcher & Reno, 2013; Smit, 
2013; Vasconcelos, 2013; Lumby, 2011; Carrington, Bland & Brady, 2008; Attwood, Croll 
& Hamilton, 2003) and eighteen studies do not mention the number of subjects, they only 
mention the type of school, of participants or the type of research the studies conducted. 
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Discussion 
 
The complexity of early school leaving is reflected, among other things, in the levels on 
which it has been studied, and the kind of models and methods by which it has been 
investigated. Most studies on school dropout seem to focus either on the national level, 
the state level, the level of a district, county or city, or that of an individual school. 
Studies on the national level often analyse the same data sets as, for example, the United 
States that frequently used national longitudinal data (e.g. Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 
2012; Ziemer, Pires, Lancaster, Keller, Orr & Shipp, 2017). As has been noted by Vizcain 
(2005) relying on such broad-scale data sets has both advantages and disadvantages. 
While it allows for consistency in patterns across time and space, extrapolating 
information on early school leaving from national level data sources could also obfuscate 
trends on a more local level. 
On the other hand, what may be more problematic with respect to studies at the level of 
individual schools and school systems, is that the statistics on which they generally rely 
are still based on the grades in which students are, and on administrative estimations of 
early school leaving, rather than students’ age and graduation, which is an important 
limitation (Dorn, 1996; and Allensworth, 2005; De Witte and Rogge, 2013).  
The majority of research in the area of school dropout has been focused on identifying 
risk factors for students likely to dropout and the process of disengagement from school. 
In fact, for many students who choose to leave school, this decision comes at the end of 
a long process of disengagement from school (e.g. Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). 
However, few address this issue from the students’ point of view. Only seven studies 
refer to the importance of students’ point of view (Putwain, Nicholson & Edwards, 2016; 
Messiou, 2014; Smit, 2013; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012; Dore & 
Lüscher, 2011; Byrne, Canavan & Millar, 2009; Carrington, Bland & Brady, 2009; Mok, 
1997) and give emphasis the empowerment and motivational aspects of such research.  
We recognize that participating in research can have educational value for students by 
exposing them to the methods used in research or engaging them in the analysis of their 
own data. However, there are ethical issues that researchers need to take into 
consideration when planning a study that involves recruiting students from classes or 
conducting studies with the students. These ethical issues will be discussed in another 
chapter.  
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Secondly, we need to address the fact that only one study meant to understand how girls 
perceive their educational inclusion and exclusion, focusing the research on only one 
gender. Over the past several decades, several scholars (e.g. Gill and Maclean, 2002; 
Horn, 1997; Williams and Heikes, 1993) have written about the ways that cross-gender 
researcher interactions (typically female researcher with male participants) can 
challenge and alter the research process. Although Williams and Heikes’ study 
considered how gender shapes the research process, questions remain regarding 
gender performance, participant-researcher interactions, and how these constructs may 
influence the data obtained in qualitative studies. 
From a methodological perspective, empirical-analytical or quantitative research 
predominates the literature. Studies using more qualitative data are in short supply, 
which seems surprising, given the nature of the topic that, in all its complexity, is 
inextricably bound up with meaning and values, requiring a great deal of interpretation 
and judgement. At any rate, it seems an illusion that empirical identification of all relevant 
factors and interactions will one day be complete, as has been suggested by Frank 
(1990). Methodological pluralism (i.e., the use of mixed methods) is recommendable, 
whereby the choice of method should depend on the research question(s) one seeks to 
answer (Herbert and Reis, 1999). 
Some of the research on dropout has been based on qualitative methods. There is a 
variety of methods of data collection in qualitative research, including observations, 
textual or visual analysis (e.g. from books, videos or photos) and interviews (individual 
or group). However, the most common methods used, particularly in the literature we 
analysed, are interviews. The purpose of the research interview is to explore the views, 
experiences, beliefs and/or motivations of individuals on specific matters. They are 
believed to provide a deeper understanding of social phenomena than would be obtained 
from purely quantitative methods, such as questionnaires (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, 
Chadwick, 2008). However, we believe that interviews only wouldn’t serve the purpose 
of our research. Although interviews have always been used with other qualitative 
methods of research, surprisingly there is a lack of visual tools such as the use of 
photography, drawings or video diaries, which were included in only three studies, as 
well as the inclusion of students as active participants in research by allowing them to 
play the role of researchers, which occurred in only five studies. 
In terms of methodology, the research which touches on drop outs draws on a range of 
approaches. Many studies are quantitative, derived from household survey/large scale 
questionnaire research (e.g. Orpinas & Raczynski, 2016; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-
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Lane & White, 2012), others take a more statistical/econometric approach (e.g. Attwood, 
Croll & Hamilton, 2003). Some research combines quantitative and qualitative elements 
(Vasconcelos, 2013, Henry, Knight & Thornberry, 2012). A small number of studies 
provide in-depth qualitative and context-specific accounts of educational access where 
drop out plays its part (e.g. Messiou, 2014; Gronborg, 2013; Smit, 2013). Some studies 
focus on one geographical area or one school (e.g. Putwain, Nicholson & Edwards, 2016; 
Gronborg, 2013) whilst others are more comparative in nature (Smit, 2013; Vitaro, 
Larocque, Janos & Tremblay, 2001). 
Few studies account for the complexities of access and the interactive, dynamic nature 
of factors which may contribute to dropping out. Rather, much of the available literature 
identifies one factor (or possibly more) leading to drop out, which is identified as the final 
push or pull out of school. What is less often seen in the literature are the processes 
around dropping out, the personal stories of the children, household members and 
teachers, their social contexts and the competing demands on them. These processes 
happen over a period of time, with factors interacting in different ways to influence both 
drop out and retention.  
The approaches of the analysed studies have benefits and weaknesses. Studies which 
have used structured interviews and/or questionnaire research with family members 
and/or school staff to ask about reasons for dropping out from school (e.g. Attwood, Croll 
& Hamilton, 2003; Vasconcelos, 2013) can provide an overview of factors influencing 
drop out in particular contexts and some of the concerns families and schools hold. 
However, by doing this drop out tends to be viewed as an event, rather than a process, 
with factors contributing to the final push from school often isolated out and made 
prominent. These studies are less likely to see dropping out as a series of interacting 
situations and events which may vary according to social context, individual 
circumstances, school environment and expectations around education. More 
qualitative, smaller-scale studies on the other hand, might provide more nuanced 
accounts of localised situations and touch on more of the gaps identified above. Although 
these may not capture the bigger picture around dropping out, they might be a good start 
to introduce changes and improvements at a local or community level. 
In accordance to the analysis made, it is our understanding that if we are about to 
conduct a research on disengagement and dropout from school, students should be 
involved and participate actively. Therefore, building a research design focused on 
students’ voices and having them as co-researchers not only provides an inner insight 
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of this phenomenon in schools, but also it may illustrate the potential of such approaches 
in future research.  
But the question remains: how can students make themselves heard and put their points 
of view up front without tampering with the data collected or misinterpreting their voice? 
What is Voice? 
The next section will address the methodological framework and analise students’ voices 
as a method to provide a useful insight as to what is happening in schools, as well as 
helping to move practice forward (Messiou, 2014).
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1. What is Voice? 
 
In education, the term voice refers the values, opinions, beliefs, perspectives, and 
cultural backgrounds of the people in a district, school, or school community—especially 
students, teachers, parents, and local citizens—as well as the degree to which those 
values, opinions, beliefs, and perspectives are considered, included, listened to, and 
acted upon when important decisions are being made in a district or school. The most 
common variations are student voice, teacher voice, and parent voice. 
It should be noted that while the concept of voice is often presented in the singular and 
applied to diverse groups, such as teachers or parents, “these groups rarely represent a 
unified body of values, opinions, beliefs, perspectives, and cultural backgrounds - it may 
be more accurate to say that “voices” are being represented, listened to, and acted upon. 
That said, the concept of voice - as both a philosophy and reform strategy—is usually 
sensitive to, inclusive of, and predicated on diversity, including individual, racial, 
socioeconomic, and cultural diversity”. 
Baroutsis, McGregor & Mills (2016) recognise that within the schooling context, voice 
can represent many things. Drawing on interview data, they have outlined two key areas 
of student voice: community membership associated with the ownership of practices and 
decision-making related to the young people’s learning and improved engagement; and 
encouraging curricular choice and the inclusion of personal interests and strengths within 
a school environment that is flexible and encourages individual freedom while balancing 
these with a young person’s required progress at school. As Ranson (2000) suggests, 
schools should work to develop ‘active capability’ in children and young people in relation 
to citizenship, enabling them to have confidence in their own voice and an ability to make 
a difference to their community. One way of developing active capability and civic 
engagement is to respect the views of young people and to provide them with real 
opportunities to exercise them. 
In Portugal, this assists in the creation, for example, of student assemblies at schools, 
where students are encouraged to participate actively in their schooling and to suggest 
improvements concerning the school environment and activities. Besides the 
assemblies, one other project has been growing in several cities, the Participatory 
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Budgeting. The project empowers young people to decide where public capital should 
go to best improve their communities. This is a real decision-making power which is given 
to young people and could be seen as fundamental to the development of a real student 
voice within their community. It was such a huge success among the citizens that the 
Ministry of Education decided to implement a project alike in schools. It is an example of 
the bonds that can be made between schools, communities and public administration. In 
our point of view, such consultation and participation are the personification, in the 
present, of democratic principles and are powerful allies in the task of redefining the 
status of young people in schools and their communities and shaping more democratic 
structures for learning and for the practise of active citizenship. In this case, what voice 
offers is the opportunity for young people to discover and affirm personal perspective 
and also to learn to cooperate and to negotiate. It is, therefore, important that young 
people “learn how to enter into a dialogue with others in order to transform practice” 
(Ranson, 2000, p. 266). 
Moreover, in our highly interconnected and interdependent world, students learn to work 
with others by building positive social relationships, working and learning in teams, and 
managing and resolving conflicts.  As students’ progress through school they need to be 
encouraged and supported to take greater responsibility for their own learning and 
participation at school. This involves developing as individual learners who increasingly 
manage their own learning and growth, by setting goals and managing resources to 
achieve these. We agree with the OECD report when it says: 
“The challenge is to ally choice with voice: voice for the pupil, voice for the parent. That 
is the new frontier for education. Personalised learning aims to engage every parent and 
every child in the educational experience. Only if we offer the best to students will we get 
the best. And it means a school ethos focused on student needs, with the whole school 
team taking time to find out the needs and interests of the students; with students listened 
to and their voice used to drive whole school improvement; and with the leadership team 
providing a clear focus for the progress and achievement of each child (OECD 2006, 
Schooling for Tomorrow: personalising education).” 
Other researchers (Fielding 2001; Holdsworth 2005) point to the importance of linking 
student voice with action, arguing that ‘authentic’ student voice is not simply to provide 
data for others to make decisions, but that it should encourage young people’s active 
participation in shared decision making and consequent actions. 
Over the past two decades schools and education systems have used a range of terms 
that capture the changing views and developments. For example, in the 1980s, the 
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terminology of that time reflected current values and beliefs about the place of students 
within schools. Terms such as ‘student empowerment’, ‘student rights’ and ‘student 
participation’ acknowledged the rights of children and aimed to empower them through 
various school programs and activities that were regarded as appropriate. “Voice” in this 
context is “not simply about the opportunity to communicate ideas and opinions; it is 
about having the power to influence change” (West, 20042). Meaningful involvement of 
students means “validating and authorising them to represent their own ideas, opinions, 
knowledge and experiences throughout education in order to improve our schools” 
(Fletcher 2005, pp. 5). It provides opportunities for them to become active participants in 
their education, including making decisions about what and how they learn and how their 
learning is assessed. 
Jackson (2005) maintains that student voice is about valuing people and valuing the 
learning that results when we engage the capacities and multiple voices in our schools. 
It focuses on realising the leadership potential inherent within all learners. In practice, 
and according to Jackson, there are five dimensions to pupil involvement: student 
involvement in school and community development; students as researchers and co-
enquirers; student feedback on teaching and learning; students as peer-tutors; and 
student involvement as a manifestation of inclusion principles. 
In recent years, the term ‘student voice’ increasingly has been discussed in the school 
reform literature as a potential path for improving student outcomes and facilitating 
school change (Fielding 2001; Mitra 2003; Rudduck & Flutter 2000). The critical factor in 
all the more recent attempts to define ‘voice’ seems to be that student voice, in the new 
paradigm, is much more than token consultation with students over such matters as 
school cleaning, or how to reduce littering. Students want to understand why things are 
done as they are and would like to be able to voice their views about change and to have 
those views heard (Fielding & Rudduck 2002). 
The new definitions involve young people in a true partnership with adults so that they 
can influence what happens to them at school and become meaningfully involved in their 
own learning and in school improvement. The purpose of accessing and facilitating 
student voice in this sense is to improve the engagement of students and the outcomes 
of their learning. At the same time, engagement of student voice helps to ensure that 
student issues within the learning environment are addressed. However, this process 
                                                          
2 From the Keynote Address, 2004, Canterbury Action Research Network (CANTARNET) Conference, 
reported in The Enquirer, Spring 2005 
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does not occur without the involvement of school staff, such as teachers and school 
boards. 
 
 
1.1  Student Participation, Schools and Staff 
 
Students’ views in relation to their experiences in schools have been described as 
‘hidden voices’ (Ainscow and others, 1999) that can facilitate the development of more 
inclusive classrooms and schools. “Hidden” probably because they are waiting for their 
chance to participate and make their opinions heard. Voices who are nor heard may 
trigger, along with other concerns, a disengagement process that may end with the 
students’ dropout. 
Research in Australia points to the middle years as time when students start disengaging 
from education and stresses the need to examine the student perspective on what is 
valuable in school (Carrington, Bland & Brady, 2009). Writing about student participation, 
Levin (2000) presents pragmatic arguments. Firstly, effective implementation of change 
requires participation from all those involved, students no less than teachers. If teachers 
don’t commit to reforms, those reforms will not begin. Teachers cannot create new roles 
and realities in schools without the support of their students; the same way students 
cannot construct more imaginative and fulfilling realities of learning without a reciprocal 
engagement with their teachers. they need each other to be and become themselves, to 
be and become both learners and teachers of each other together (Fielding, 2001). 
Moreover, teachers who help students to find student voices will discover that their own 
voices are clearer and stronger in the process. (Lincoln, 1995). 
Secondly, students have unique knowledge and perspectives that can make reform 
efforts more successful. By listening to students, we can learn more about how schools 
work and how improvement can be fostered. Moreover, engaging with students’ voices 
can provide a useful insight as to what is happening in schools, as well as helping to 
move practice forward (Messiou, 2014). In addition, students’ views can help mobilise 
staff and parent opinion and learning require a more active student role in schooling and 
not restricted to moments defined by teachers. Finally, and still according to Levin (2000), 
students are the producers of school outcomes, so their involvement is fundamental to 
all improvements. Thomson (2011) refers to “student voice” as the process through 
which schools ensure that children and young people, individually and collectively, are 
able to speak up about their education. It is argued that they have specific perspectives 
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on education derived from their particular experiences as students and these insights 
are crucial in the process of change and improvement. 
The process can also be seen as empowering since it provides appropriate ways of 
listening to students’ concerns, needs and interests in order to develop educational 
experiences that may better suit their learning. Mok (1997) concluded that “student 
empowerment is possible only through active involvement in their learning. One of the 
best ways to empower students is to get them organized and to allow them to make their 
own decisions.” 
Further evidence supporting student voice may lie in the findings of Rudduck and Flutter 
whose work suggests that what students say about teaching and learning is not only 
worth listening to, but also provides important grounds for conceiving ways of improving 
schools. Student voice has many benefits to the education system and affords young 
people the opportunity to talk about what helps and what hinders their learning (Rudduck 
& Flutter, 2000). However, schools may be reluctant to listen to students or even to 
recognise their voice as a useful tool in the school development. Namely, if the teaching 
staff is aged or out~7ated. In Portugal, the latest study on teachers’ profile made by 
Direção Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência (DGEEC, the department of the 
Ministry of Education which conducts all statistical studies concerning education and 
science) stated that in the school year 2014/2015, 39,5% of the teaching staff were more 
than 50 years old and only 1,4% were less than 30 years old. 
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Fig. 8 – Distribution of teachers by age groups in public and private schools in Portugal 
Source: DGEEC, 2015 
  
It may be more difficult for older teachers to accept change, different methodologies or 
to realise that students’ views may help their educational path. But this is not our only 
concern. One of our main concerns is whether student voice research and development 
in schools is a passing fashion or a real foundation for a new order of experience. 
According to Fielding and Rudduck (2002), there are two main arenas to consider: 
- Researchers who go to schools to talk to students and who make public student 
perspectives on key areas of their experiences of learning and of the conditions 
of learning in schools; researchers demonstrate to a wide audience the capability 
of young people to comment insightfully on issues affecting their lives and work in 
school. 
- Teachers within schools who are working to build a more inclusive community in 
which young people can contribute by, for example, evaluating, teaching and 
learning, by helping design units of work and by supporting the learning of their 
peers. 
In this study both are present, since the researcher is, at the same time, a teacher at a 
vocational school with 17 years of experience in the field. According to our experience, 
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there are many silent or silenced voices - students who would like to say things about 
teaching and learning but who don't feel able to without a framework that legitimates 
comment and provides reassurance that teachers will welcome their comments and not 
retaliate. 
On the other hand, what students have to say about teaching and learning may be feared 
as personally challenging or as threatening to the institution. According to Fielding and 
Rudduck (2002), a strategy of the fearful is to limit students’ comments to aspects of 
school life which are seen as relatively safe or which do not have significant impact on 
the work of the staff within the school, such as school meals, cleaning or the colour of 
the classroom walls. There has been a significant amount of research (Dudley-Marling 
and Searle 1995; Mitra 2003; O’Neill 2010; Rainer and Matthews 2002; Smyth 2006) into 
the benefits of encouraging young people to take ownership of their learning. McGregor 
et al. (2015) link ownership with ‘meaningful learning’, suggesting that the younger 
people are able to participate in supportive environments and make learning their own, 
the more meaningful their learning will become. 
Hart (1992) speaks about eight distinct levels in the children’s ladder of participation in 
projects and community activities, ranging from young people being manipulated to being 
able to participate in child-initiated research. Hart argues that genuine participation 
should not be confused with activities such as children's dance, music or theatre 
performances in which children act out predetermined roles in projects designed by 
adults. We agree when he claims that such performances, while they may be worthwhile 
in themselves and a positive experience for children and adults alike, need to be 
recognized for what they are: performances. 
This ladder illustrates the challenge in getting the unique perspective of the child (the 
subject). The first level of this ladder is “manipulation” where the child is somehow tricked 
to participate. In the next step the child becomes a decoration and a charming element 
rather than a valuable contributor. Hart defines the third step in the ladder as “tokenism”, 
where the child becomes a kind of hostage for the research. Subsequently, the child is 
“assigned but informed”, which means that they have no choice but to participate, 
nevertheless they are informed on the aim of the research project. “Consulted and 
informed” as the fifth step should be understood as a step where the child has a voice of 
his/her own, even if research work is still controlled by adults. The sixth step in the ladder 
is “adult-initiates, shared decisions with children”, which means that the child now can at 
some level influence the work, even though adults are still in charge. At the seventh step 
the work is “child-initiated and directed”, the perspective is changed, and the work is now 
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both initiated and directed by children. The eighth and last step in this ladder of 
participation is defined as “child-initiated, shared decisions with adults”, and now the child 
has the responsibility to inform and even engage adults in the work. 
 
 
Fig. 9 - Adapted from Hart, R. (1992). Children’s Participation from Tokenism to Citizenship. 
Florence: UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. 
 
Roger Hart (1992) created this “ladder” of participation to help people think about where 
they really are and where they would like to be in terms of children’s participation in 
programs. This ladder was not created to suggest that the level of participation has to be 
“at the top” rung, but rather, that we ought to be aiming to get out of the lower rungs of 
non-participation and think of ways to genuinely engage children and youth in community 
activities. Hart's Ladder provides an effortless way to evaluate the quality of youth 
participation in any project. Using Hart's Ladder can help organisations and schools 
identify and get rid of non-participation practices. It may encourage people to climb off 
the lower levels of non-participation and think of ways to genuinely engage young people 
in the higher levels of participation. 
From what we have reviewed, research indicates that changing societal attitudes and 
views of young people over several decades has led to the development and refinement 
of the concept of student voice. Current research is beginning to suggest that student 
voice, when it involves students having a genuine say in their learning, has served as a 
catalyst for change in schools. Positive outcomes include: helping to improve teaching 
and learning; improving teacher-student relationships; increasing student engagement 
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with their learning; and raising student self-esteem and efficacy (Fielding 2001; Mitra 
2003, 2004; Rudduck & Flutter 2000).  
Some researchers (Boorman, Nind & Clarke, 2009; Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & 
White, 2012; Smit, 2013; Messiou, 2014) also found that students who were consulted 
felt more respected as individuals and as a body within the school. They also felt that 
they belonged, and they liked being treated in an adult way. Students at risk of 
disengaging were found in some cases to “come back on board” as a result of having 
their opinions heard and acted upon (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). Here, we argue that 
young people involved in researching a social practice or a problem that concerns 
themselves are in a better position to unpacking taken for granted discourses and beliefs, 
as it is the case of disengagement and drop out. They know these processes and are 
able to reflect, discuss and analyse the “inside story”. Their views from indoors could 
made visible the invisible, offering an alternative and significant knowledge about those 
situations and processes. Their analysis is also needed to obtain a comprehensive 
picture of how and what leads students at risk of disengagement. As Denzin (1986) 
notes, “the researcher who has not yet penetrated the world of the individuals studied is 
in no firm position to begin developing predictions, explanations and theories about that 
world” (p. 39). 
Therefore, presenting a framework in which students are not merely subjects, but are 
considered researchers allows to penetrate their life and experiences from a perspective 
that, otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to achieve by using traditional methods. 
Furthermore, working in collaboration with students to investigate and manage 
engagement sends a sign of acknowledgment of their value and trust in their ability - 
essential components of establishing stronger relationships with the adults and from here 
enhances their school engagement. At the same time this engagement in authentic 
pedagogical activity allows for the development of other skills and capacities that form a 
component of many school curricula around the world. 
Moreover, some researchers (Fielding, 2001; Holdsworth, 2005) point to the importance 
of linking student voice with action, arguing that ‘authentic’ student voice is not simply to 
provide data for others to make decisions, but that it should encourage young people’s 
active participation in shared decision making and consequent actions. Since students 
are likely to bring to the surface subtle issues that might go unnoticed otherwise 
(Messiou, 2014), presenting a framework in which students are not merely subjects, but 
are seen as active researchers is needed. In this regard Callingham (2017) suggested 
that student voice contributes to transform practices when they are engaged in dialogic 
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and inclusive relationships and methodologies. This ask for the development of creative 
and sometimes transgressive methodologies, those that explore other ways of 
knowledge building. 
 
 
1.2 Are there negative aspects of Voice? 
 
However, we must point out the fact that some researchers have started to discuss the 
negative aspects of voice. Cook-Sather (2006) has raised this question referring to “its 
seeming monolithic quality - that there is a single student voice”. She claims that those 
who assert the importance of student voice as a uniform and united entity run the risk of 
overlooking essential differences among students, their perspectives, and their needs. 
Moreover, it is hard work not to reduce students’ comments and insights to any “single, 
uniform and invariable experience” (Silva & Rubin, 2003, p. 2), as it is also hard work to 
avoid making the mistake of “uncritically ‘essentialising’ (student) experiences by 
assuming that they are free to represent their own interests transparently (Spivak, 
1988)”. Also, Cook-Sather warns of the potential for efforts that are “benign but 
condescending” or “cynical and manipulative” (Fielding, 2004b, p. 200), that keep 
students passive, their voices “only audible through the products of past performance” 
(Fielding, 2004b, p. 201).  
Another potentially negative aspect of student voice work is that it presents challenges 
that some may not be willing to face, particularly listening to things we don’t want to hear. 
It is very difficult to learn from voices we don’t want to hear (Bragg, 2001; Johnston & 
Nicholls, 1995) and to learn to hear the voices we don’t know how to hear:  
“‘Traditional epistemologies and methods grounded in white androcentric concerns and 
rooted in values which are understood to be inimical to the interest of the silenced, will 
fail to capture the voices needed’” (Lincoln quoted in Fielding, 2004a, p. 299).  
On the other hand, it is a challenge to create a climate that is “sufficiently politically 
conscious and critical” and that allows us to “resist the temptation to glamorize student 
voices” because they “are likely to be deeply imbued with status quo values” (Shor cited 
in O’Loughlin, 1995, p. 112).  
Yet, another set of negative aspects concerns the use of student voice against teachers 
and students. In Portugal, some initiatives are being held at schools (organised by the 
Ministry of Education) which takes account of what students say about school activities 
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and budget, such as the School Participatory Budgeting or the School Council.  But then 
sometimes each school uses this evidence to criticize (or praise) teachers. Both projects 
were drawn to exhort students to “face up to their responsibilities,” alongside teachers, 
to improve their schools. Related to this use of students’ voices against them are cases 
in which selected students have taken part in formulating school rules in school council, 
and the student body is then faced with a kind of moral message about keeping to the 
rules on the grounds that their representatives formulated them. These practices seem 
to invoke student voice to control both teachers and students rather than respect and 
honour the community of the school. 
Nevertheless, in the end it is about what the students themselves say and think. It is the 
students themselves who will be able to tell us that they are engaged and who will say 
whether their education is working for them in a culturally sensitive and relevant way. It 
is the students who will be able to tell us whether the offers that education claims to 
provide are real or illusionary. It is at the point of teachers and students responding to 
each other in relation to classroom discourse and assessment practices where we are 
truly going to see whether students feel that school is for them. It is within this space that 
education can provide a chance that is not illusionary, and that it can indeed be engaging 
and lead to purposeful, relevant and productive educational outcomes. (McFadden & 
Munns, 2002, p. 364). 
Change is a big idea. To genuinely engage not only students’ voices but also their entire 
beings, the school community (parents, students, teachers, board, staff) need to be open 
to change, willing to change. Also, what students say and what we do will change over 
time. None of these are one-time things; they are ongoing. As we have already said, 
currently, many people are using the term “student voice” to assert that young people 
have unique perspectives on learning, teaching, and schooling, that their insights warrant 
not only the attention but also the responses of adults, and that they should be afforded 
opportunities to actively shape their education. But, as Cook -Sather says (2006), until 
we find a better way to talk about how students are positioned in educational research 
and reform about the sound, presence, and power of students in education, “student 
voice” will need to carry these convictions.  
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2. Students as Co-Researchers 
  
In this section we will focus on methodological experiences and reflections on young 
people as partners in the research process. This methodological approach is influenced 
by the notion of “consciencialização”, or consciousness (making conscious), as 
developed by Freire (1970). It is inspired by critical pedagogy as framed by Freire (1994), 
since one of its cornerstones is the development of critical thinking competences among 
the learners. Freire argues that the knowledge and mastery of media, their languages 
and the mechanisms by which they are produced give the subject an opportunity to 
understand and uncover the underlying message that is mediated by the media. For 
Freire this is a necessary dimension of critical reading and a necessary condition to an 
education for change. 
As previously said, although listening to students plays a significant role in educational 
research, listening alone may be insufficient. As Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell 
(2015) observed in their exploration of research with children and young people, much 
of this research is highly managed by adults, who hold a disproportionate amount of 
power. 
Recent shifts and new directions suggest that there has been a progression from 
students acting as source of data for action researching practitioners towards becoming, 
themselves, active co-researchers. (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2015). 
Research in schools, conducted with students as participants, often aims at 
understanding what the students experience in their learning process. However, by 
crafting the study through adult eyes, researchers run the risk of limiting and influencing 
what students tell us (Dockrell, Lewis & Lindsay, 2000). Moreover, the reality 
experienced by young people in their educational context cannot be fully comprehended 
by inference or assumption. The researcher has limitations in understanding their 
realities and analysing the ambiguities in their lives. Therefore, researchers need to find 
ways to engage students as “concerned partners, coherent contributors, and equal 
agents of change in schools.” (Fletcher, 2004, p.13). 
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2.1 The Ladder 
 
Fletcher (2011) pointed out that it is essential to understand there are boundless ways 
for students to be involved throughout the education system. He adapted the Ladder of 
Student Involvement for schools from Hart (1994) previously reviewed, who originally 
adapted the Ladder from Arnstein (Arnstein, 1969). His purpose was to encourage 
students and adults to examine why and how students are involved throughout the 
education system today. According to him, each individual activity that students are 
involved in the education system, from local classrooms to national departments of 
education around the world, can be measured against the Ladder of Student Involvement 
in Schools. 
 
Fig. 10 – Ladder of Student Involvement in Schools, Fletcher (2011) 
  
It is important to understand that this does not mean to position one relationship as better 
than all others, or that a classroom, school or education system can be one way all the 
time. Instead, it is to help understand the gradient ways students are involved throughout 
schools. According to Fletcher, several students could be experiencing that they are at 
stage of the ladder while others are experiencing that they’re at another. But if we think 
about the Portuguese context, we found no studies that have measured their level of 
participation in schools. If we had to guess based in our experience (the experience of 
teachers who have been teaching for 17 years in different schools every year), we would 
say that students are still on levels three or four.  
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On level 3, students are tokenized when adults involve them simply to say that students 
are involved, rather than having a genuine desire to engage them. Under these 
circumstances, students receive no information, have no input and are not given 
opportunities to learn anything of substance. Instead, they simply attend, and adults 
claim credit for their participation. Some students will say their entire school experience 
reflects this reality. In an instance where a teacher takes a vote in a class to decide on 
the next activity they are going to do, but then makes a decision completely different from 
what the students choose, that teacher is tokenizing students. 
Level four is the first actual opportunity for meaningful involvement to happen for 
students in schools. When adults tell students, what is happening in schools and let 
students share their attitudes, opinions, ideas, knowledge, wisdom and actions, schools 
are beginning to form the basis for meaningful involvement. They are treating students 
like information sources, as informants. This can happen in classes where teachers 
survey students about their learning styles or options in making curriculum; or in 
participatory budgeting programmes where the school board gathers school voice about 
projects they want to do at school or other school improvements. 
However, while the first step generally represents the nature of all student involvement 
in schools with the threat of attend or fail, there are more roles for students than ever 
before throughout the education system. Steps 6, 7, and 8 generally represent 
Student/Adult Partnerships, which are intentionally designed relationships that foster 
authentic student engagement in schools. With this knowledge in mind, the steps of the 
Ladder can help students and adults throughout education identify how students are 
currently involved in schools and give them goals to aspire towards. 
Demonstrating the differences in involvement like this can help adults and students 
critically examine the innumerable ways involvement happens throughout schools 
focused on decision-making and much more. However, it’s essential to consider the 
unique environments of schools and the different ways involvement happens there, as 
opposed to the community at large. 
This ladder of participation, when compared to Fielding’s four-fold model (2001), help 
schools measure the level of participants’ involvement in school and its activities. 
Fielding (2001) argues for a transformative, transversal approach in which the voices of 
students, teachers and significant others involved in the process of education construct 
ways of working that are emancipatory in both process and outcome.  
His Students as Researchers was an initiative in which students themselves identified 
issues they saw as important in their daily experience of schooling and, with the support 
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of staff in facilitating and enabling roles, gathered data, made meaning together and put 
forward subsequent recommendations for change shared with their fellow students, with 
staff and with the governing body of the school. This research allowed him to develop a 
framework based on a four-fold model which distinguishes between students as sources 
of data, students as active respondents, students as co-researchers, and students as 
researchers, as the following chart demonstrates. 
 
 
Students as ... 
Data Source Active 
Respondents 
Co-
Researchers 
Researchers 
 
Rationale 
Teachers need to 
know about 
students’ prior 
learning / 
perceptions of 
their learning in 
order to teach 
effectively 
Teachers need 
to engage 
students in 
order to fully 
enhance both 
teaching and 
learning 
Teachers need 
to engage 
students as 
partners in 
learning in order 
to deepen 
understanding 
and learning 
Students need to 
engage with 
their teachers 
and peers in 
order to deepen 
understanding 
and learning 
 
What Kind of 
Knowledge 
is Used 
Knowing about 
student 
performance and 
attitudes towards 
learning 
Knowing how 
students learn 
Knowing what 
students might 
be able to 
contribute to 
deepen 
understanding 
Knowing what 
teachers and 
peers might be 
able to 
contribute to 
deepen 
understanding 
How 
Teachers 
Engage with 
Students 
 
Acknowledging 
 
Hearing 
Listening in 
order to learn 
Listening in 
order to 
contribute 
Student Role Recipients Discussants Co-Researchers Initiators 
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How 
Meaning is 
Made 
 
Dissemination 
 
Discussion 
Dialogue  
(teacher led) 
Dialogue  
(student led) 
 
Table 2 - Fielding’s levels of students’ involvement in schools (2001, pp. 136-137) 
 
With 'Students as Data Source' there is a real teacher commitment to pay attention to 
the student voice speaking through the practical realities of work done and targets 
agreed. It acknowledges that for teaching and learning to improve there is a need to take 
more explicit account of relevant data about individual students and group or class 
performance. Students are thus recipients of a better-informed pedagogy. Teachers are 
helped to understand more about students through the effective dissemination of 
information about their performance or attitudes. At classroom level 'Students as Data 
Source' expresses itself through things like data about student past performance. At 
team or department level it might involve looking at samples of students' work, whilst at 
whole school level it might take the form of student attitude surveys and cohort-based 
exam and test results. 
With 'Students as Active Respondents' there is a teacher willingness to move beyond 
the accumulation of passive data and a desire to hear what students have to say about 
their own experience in lessons and in school. Students are thus discussants rather than 
recipients of current approaches to teaching and learning. Dissemination of existing 
information is supplemented and transcended through the teacher's commitment to 
make meaning out of that data through active discussion with his/her students. At the 
classroom level this might express itself through the negotiation of lesson objectives or 
learning intentions and the nuanced and attentive exchanges typical of good assessment 
for learning practices. At the team or department level this might involve students in the 
evaluation of units or schemes of work. At whole-school level it might express itself 
through traditional school councils that respond to existing systems and arrangements 
within the school or by the establishment of peer-led action groups on issues such as 
drugs, sexuality and counselling. 
'Students as Co-researchers' sees an increase in both student and teacher involvement, 
and more partnership than the two previous types. Whilst student and teacher roles are 
not equal, they are moving more strongly in an egalitarian direction. Students move from 
being discussants to being co-researchers into matters of agreed significance and 
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importance. While the boundaries of action and exploration are fixed by the teacher, and 
while he/she typically identifies what it is that is to be investigated, explored and better 
understood, the commitment and agreement of students is essential. This change in 
relationship is matched by a change in the form and manner of teacher engagement with 
students: hearing is supplemented by the more attentive listening. Since there is a much 
richer and more overt interdependence in the 'Student as Co-researcher' mode, 
discussion is replaced by teacher-led dialogue. At the classroom level this might express 
itself through the teachers' desire to extend their pedagogy and begin to take more risks 
even though, or perhaps especially because, the class is proving difficult and 
unresponsive. At the team or department level 'Student as Co-researchers' work might 
involve students helping teachers to design and carry out research about a specific issue 
in classroom. At whole-school level it might express itself through joint research into 
issues concerning the whole school community. 
The fourth type - 'Students as Researchers' - deepens and extends the egalitarian trust 
we noted with 'Students as Co-Researchers'. Partnership remains the dominant working 
motif, but here it is the voice of the student that comes to the front and in a leadership or 
initiating, not just a responsive, role. It is students who identify issues to be researched 
and who undertake the research with the support of teachers. They have responsibility 
for making sense of the data, writing a report or presenting their findings; and it is 
students to whom the class teacher, team, department or school community are bound 
to respond in ways which are respectful, attentive and committed to positive change. 
Dialogue is at the heart of this mode of working. The dialogue is student led rather than 
teacher led. At the classroom level 'Students as Researchers' can typically engage with 
topics such as 'What makes a good lesson?', the possible link between classroom 
seating arrangements and student behaviour and factors that help and hinder learning. 
At whole-school level students may research the effectiveness of rewards systems, 
bullying and harassment, an entire educational system and its improvement (Bragg & 
Fielding, 2005). 
This model provides a guideline to reflect on the role and responsibilities given to 
students to conduct specific tasks. However, as Fielding suggests (2001), initiatives and 
practices are likely to move in and out of the different modes, adjusting each mode and 
level to contexts and various times. 
When we compare both models, Ladder of Students’ Involvement in Schools (Fletcher, 
2011) and Students as Researchers (Fielding, 2001), we can see that they blend 
together. 
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Table 3 - Comparison between Ladder of Students’ Involvement in Schools by Fletcher (2011) and 
Students as Researchers by Fielding (2001). Own elaboration. 
 
According to the eight levels of engagement in the “ladder of participation”, we consider 
that the research methodology and research methods we should use for our research 
would suit the sixth level: “adult-oriented, shared decisions with children”. Here, young 
people have the opportunity not just to participate in the research project, but also to 
influence it and, therefore, determine the steps to take. However, the research project is 
still managed and controlled by adults (the researchers). 
Agreeing with Reimer & McLean (2015), engaging with students as co-researchers 
affects both the product and the process of research. The product or data that 
researchers collect, when produced by student co-researchers, has the potential to more 
accurately reflect the students’ own experience and researchers gain a perspective in 
understanding the complexities of schools and students’ lives, rather than using methods 
based on traditional questionnaires and interviews. As process, the research becomes 
an important pedagogical tool for students, validating their roles as researchers of their 
own realities. It may be a vehicle for students to learn and practice new skills by designing 
studies, collecting and analysing data, while, at the same time, it empowers them through 
this process (Messiou, 2014). Furthermore, engaging students as co-researchers, as 
radical pedagogy, serves both current educational purposes: to improve current 
teaching/learning practices and future ones, and to empower students as subjects of 
their learning (Reimer & McLean, 2015). 
Effective research methodologies that strengthen the relationship between adults and 
students necessarily involve young people themselves as researchers working with 
adults on real world problems drawn from their own life. Such collaborations have the 
potential to provide insights from those most affected by the problem, provide spaces in 
which students can demonstrate their strengths to significant others (Rudduck & Flutter, 
2004). Meaningful student involvement engages students as researchers of the 
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educational settings, practices, beliefs, and outcomes that they are subject to. When 
students research their schools, they can become critical consumers of the institutions 
that affect them most and, therefore, start seeing the school context in a more meaningful 
way. 
In Participatory Action Research, students participate in research design, execution, 
analysis, and writing about schools, environments, the teaching and learning process, 
and more. Meaningful student involvement in education research turns the microphone 
around, making the student the examiner as well as the examined, and turns the 
feedback loop an engine for school change. This is essential for meaningfulness and for 
student/adult partnerships.  
Participatory Action Research can provide educators with a refreshing approach to 
classroom research. It is designed to allow the perspective of students to constantly 
inform and help navigate the goals of schools, and better inform educators’ practices 
consequently. By listening to the experiences, opinions, ideas and knowledge of 
students, Participatory Action Research provides a responsive, urgent analysis of 
schools, as well as a validating avenue for meaningful student involvement. Meaningful 
student involvement in education research can be the opportunity many students need 
to speak on behalf of their own learning and education as a whole. 
We believe that it is important to unpack what we take for granted in educational 
research, in order to question the ontological, epistemological and philosophical 
positionings that we bring to the work we do as researchers. 
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3. The use of Photovoice 
 
Formerly known as Photo Novella (Wang & Burris, 1994), this methodology has its name 
from the acronym VOICE, which stands for “Voicing Our Individual and Collective 
Experience” (Wang and Burris, 1997, pp. 381). Photovoice is based on the principles 
that images teach, pictures can influence policy and citizens ought to participate in 
imaging and defining public policy. It is a participatory research strategy known for its 
accuracy in gathering information (Wang, 1999). Participants use photography and 
stories about their photos to identify and represent issues of importance to them, which 
enables researchers to have a greater understanding of the issue under study from their 
perspective (Palibroda, Krieg, Murdock, & Havelock, 2009). These authors state that 
through photovoice, marginalised community members are empowered to share their 
words and photographs to reach decision-makers and implement positive change in their 
home communities. Though this method, they can have their voices heard and bring 
forth ideas to influence the decision that affects their lives. 
Moreover, visual methods could help disrupt from traditional communicative methods by 
providing an alternative space for students to speak and interact. The visual narrative 
methods offer a way of understanding participation (or non-participation) in education 
from the perspective of a student, using photo elicitation to provoke a reflection on 
“previously taken-for-granted assumptions” (Carrington, Allen, and Osmolowski, 2007) 
and loosely allowing students to explain the narrative behind each photo. 
It can be difficult for researchers to observe some of a school’s most important 
behaviours, particularly when that school is working with students from different social 
and economic backgrounds. In these situations, observational research conducted by 
outsiders can result in an inaccurate view of the school and its daily life, which can then 
result in a poor understanding of its needs, assets and pedagogical values. Furthermore, 
researchers entering a school or community who attempt action-oriented research or 
social change may have difficulty ensuring that the progress made in their presence will 
remain in effect or continue to develop upon their departure from the community. Without 
a powerful emotional picture of a school and its participants, school boards and decision 
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makers may misrepresent or fail to consider many of its most important aspects when 
making relevant decisions. 
Photovoice, a participatory research methodology first formally articulated by Caroline 
Wang and Mary Anne Burris (1997), provides a process by which people can “identify, 
represent, and enhance their community through a specific photographic technique” (p. 
369). The method builds on a history of earlier participatory needs assessment work in 
healthcare and social health education, on theoretical literature from the fields of feminist 
theory and documentary photography, and on a number of practical photographic 
traditions (Wang & Burris, 1997). The method is based around the provision of cameras 
and associated physical and theoretical infrastructure to individual community members. 
These individuals are then prompted to capture visual representations of their everyday 
lives so that researchers working with the community might gain insight into previously 
invisible practices and assets, helping the community to better engage in critical dialogue 
around the problems and opportunities it faces.  
As Wang and Burris (1997) described, participants select a set of “photographs that most 
accurately reflect community needs and assets,” contextualize the photographs by 
“telling stories about what the photographs mean,” and then codify the “issues, themes, 
or theories that emerge” (p. 380). Finally, early photovoice projects by Wang and her 
colleagues emphasized action. Photos and accompanying narratives depicting 
community needs and assets were typically shared with influential local leaders. These 
exhibits tended to be well attended and provided an opportunity for participants to directly 
communicate with influential people, to creatively express their concerns, and to become 
further engaged in efforts to address these concerns. 
Photovoice has been used successfully in projects related to issues as diverse as 
infectious disease, health education, homelessness, economic barriers, population 
isolation and political violence (Catalani & Minkler, 2010). 
Catalani & Minkler (2010) note in their review of the photovoice method that until very 
recently, no systemic assessment of existing literature had been conducted by 
researchers. Their review examines 37 peer-reviewed articles focusing on photovoice in 
public health, most of them reflections on action-oriented projects. What their paper 
shows is an abundance of diversity in protocol and context for photovoice research. 
While the method formally emerged on to the community-based participatory research 
setting as an approach to community health needs assessment, it has since been applied 
to contexts as diverse as political violence, discrimination, language barriers, and 
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diasporas. Much of the most interesting work still seems to be taking place in the world 
surrounding health care and health education. 
Some of the insights in Catalani & Minkler’s (2010) paper are around comparative 
performance of photovoice projects. They note that approximately 1,006 participants 
were involved as photographers in the projects they reviewed, with a median community 
sample size per project of 13. The median study length is approximately 3 months, and 
while no relationship was noted between group size and participant engagement, a 
correlation between project duration and quality of engagement was identified (Catalani 
& Minkler, 2010). Photovoice projects with a higher participant engagement rating also 
seemed more likely to employ the method during analysis at the back-end of the process, 
as well as during needs assessment at the front (p.444). 
Catalani & Minkler (2010) note that despite the explosion of diversity in photovoice work, 
“most projects continue to be heavily influenced by Wang & colleagues’ early work” 
(p.438), lending support to the notion that although photovoice emerged relatively intact 
as an ethnographic research methodology, it owes a great credit to earlier 20th century 
theoretical traditions and practices. 
This should come as no surprise considering the introduction Wang & Burris gave to their 
methodology in their 1997 paper, citing as inspirations Paulo Freire’s problem-posing 
education teachings to the depression-era U.S. Farm Security Administration’s orthodox 
documentary photography work (p.371). 
What Catalini & Minkler’s review does not speak about is the use of technology. 
Alongside the increase in contextual diversity for photovoice work in the last fifteen years 
has come a massive acceleration in the development of digital photographic 
technologies, increasingly affordable and easy-to-use video and video editing systems, 
and of course the camera phone. There would appear to be a good opportunity at present 
to investigate how camera phone and point-and-shoot digital camera technology could 
be an advantage in the creation of photovoice projects, not only in terms of how 
information is collected, but also how it is shared and organized. 
However, they discuss the impact of photovoice, considering that it may result in a) action 
and advocacy to affect policy; b) understanding of community needs and assets, and c) 
individual empowerment of the participants, as suggested in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8 - Photovoice Impact Model (Catalani & Minkler, 2010) 
 
The practice of photovoice is growing rapidly, mainly because it is a process that offers 
students the possibility to be listened to by using the methods they have at their disposal 
– either digital, written or spoken – to build and communicate their own narratives which 
are different from the ones imposed by adults in more traditional settings of learning and 
research (Parrilla Latas, A.; Raposo-Rivas, M.; Martinez-Figueira, E. & Doval Ruiz, M.I., 
2017). 
Although newer photovoice projects are clearly rooted in the works of Wang and 
colleagues and most all subsequent articles reference them, the majority of photovoice 
projects change Wang’s methodology to suit the needs and constraints of researchers’ 
projects. As a result of this tailoring, photovoice methodology may vary broadly across 
the participatory spectrum (Catalani & Minkler, 2010).  
 
 
3. 1 The Perspective of Paulo Freire 
 
In his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) Paulo Freire talks about the problem-
posing method (pp.53) in which the students are no longer “docile listeners” but “critical 
co-investigators”. He claimed that the role of a teacher is to create, together with the 
students, the conditions under which the knowledge would emerge, situating students 
and teachers as equals. According to him, “only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, 
is also capable of generating critical thinking because without dialogue there will be no 
communication, and without communication there can be no true education” (Freire, 
1970, pp.66). In order to do this, he used photographs, which he described as mirrors to 
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communities and reflecting their everyday realities. By discussing the content of images, 
people were able to engage in critical thinking generated by a collective discussion within 
a group. This would be essential to achieve critical consciousness of their condition. 
Freire identified three levels of consciousness: the first is the magical level, where people 
accept their status with no resistance; the second is the naïve level, where people 
understand their social situation as unfair and may blame their peers for the social reality 
of their lives. People who achieve critical consciousness in the third level explore ways 
in which they may contribute to the change of social situations through their choices and 
actions. However, this change cannot be reached by individuals alone, but by the 
community. Critical Consciousness requires a group work by participants within the 
photovoice process. In the stages of decoding the photographs, people exteriorise their 
view of the world, leading to investigate “people’s thinking about the reality and people’s 
action upon reality, which is their praxis.” (Freire, 1970, pp. 79). For this reason, the 
methodology proposed by Freire requires that the participants, who would normally be 
considered objects of the research, should act as co-researchers, because according to 
him, “ the more active an attitude men and women take in regard to the exploration of 
their thematic, the more they deepen their critical awareness of reality and (…) take 
possession of that reality” (ibidem). 
While some might believe that it is not recommended to include people as researchers 
in the search for their own meaningful thematic, that it might “adulterate the findings and 
sacrifice the objectivity of the investigation” (pp.79), Freire believes that themes exist in 
people and their relation to the world, with reference to concrete facts that could elicit 
different themes in different sub-units. There is, therefore, a relation between the fact, 
the perception that people have of this fact, and the themes that are generated. The 
danger is not that participants might adulterate the analytical results. The danger lies on 
the fact that the focus of the research could be shifted from the meaningful themes to 
the participants themselves, treating them as objects of the research. Since the present 
research is to serve as a mean to understand disengagement and improve means and 
methodologies, the research itself should be based on reciprocity of action. 
According to Freire, to code photographs, these must represent situations which are 
familiar to the co-researchers, so that they can easily recognise the situation and relate 
to it. The codifications should be simple and organised in themes and offer various 
decoding possibilities. 
By following Freire’s theory and by exploring why images are important, what they reflect, 
why those situations happen, and what can one do about it, participants can become 
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aware of the larger social processes and conditions in which their experiences are 
entrenched, they can move through various stages of critical consciousness and are 
better able to highlight what is needed to change these situations. They are also better 
able to identify existing resources and highlight the resources they need. Collectively, 
this process can meaningfully inform knowledge development, knowledge sharing and 
social action in the participatory action research process. 
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Research design translates epistemological principles into pragmatic 
decisions and explains the choices we make. (Prosser & Schwartz, 1998, p. 
118)  
 
 
The following chapter is built on the principles discussed in the previous chapter to 
explain the choices made about methodology and methods. First, an overview of the 
vocational school where the research took place will be presented.  
 
1. Participatory Action Research 
 
Our options concerning the methodology described in this chapter make this a 
participatory action research (PAR). This is the overarching methodology used in this 
study. It is concerned with, first, creating knowledge and action directly useful to a group 
of people – in this case a school community; and second, to empower people – in this 
case a group of secondary vocational school students, at a deeper level through the 
process of constructing and using their knowledge and understandings about the 
disengagement process in their school community (Reason, 1998). This approach 
assumes collaboration grounded in democratic values where students work with the 
researcher in data gathering, analysis and setting agendas (Carrington & Holm, 2005).  
The focus in this research was to set out other possibilities of looking into the inner world 
of school from the students’ perspective. This methodology acknowledges elements of 
individual and group social identity of students to highlight personal perspectives of 
school culture and relationships. By using PAR, qualitative features of an individual’s 
feelings, views, and patterns are revealed without control or manipulation from the 
researcher. The participant is active in making informed decisions throughout all aspects 
of the research process for the primary purpose of imparting social change, meaning that 
a specific action (or actions) is the ultimate goal (MacDonald, 2012). According to 
Streubert & Carpenter (cited by MacDonald, 2012), the purpose of qualitative 
methodology is to describe and understand, rather than to predict and control. They 
Research Design| Inês Rodrigues 
 
116 
 
focus on the whole of human experience and the meanings ascribed by individuals living 
the experience and study things in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of, or 
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings that people bring to them (Greenhalgh & 
Taylor, 1997). 
The roots of PAR can be traced to Paulo Freire, who believed that critical reflection was 
crucial for personal and social change (McIntyre, 2002). The participatory action 
research approach of Freire was concerned with empowering the poor and marginalized 
members of society about issues pertaining to literacy, land reform analysis, and the 
community (Freire, 1970). Freire was an adult educator and author of critical works of 
pedagogy who challenged social relationships in traditional education that were based 
on dominance and power. He further emphasized the significance of critical 
consciousness to social change. Critical consciousness development requires the 
individual to be knowledgeable about political, social, and economic contradictions, and 
to take action to change the oppressive elements of reality, thus liberating oppressed 
individuals (Freire, 1970). 
Participatory action research (PAR) has been defined in a variety of ways by researchers 
from disparate fields of inquiry, such as sociology, anthropology, social psychology, 
philosophy, feminist research, and community-based research. PAR has been utilized in 
agriculture, industry, education, social work, and health (Gillis & Jackson, 2002). Due to 
the multiplicity of fields in which PAR has developed, it can have different meanings and 
sometimes it can be contradictory. PAR was developed as a means for improving and 
informing social, economic, and cultural practices which is a group of activities in which 
individuals with differing power, status, and influence, collaborate in relation to a thematic 
concern (McTaggart, 1991). 
 
 
1.1 Principles of Participatory Action Research 
 
Selenger (1997) identified seven components to the PAR process. The first component 
acknowledged that the problem originates in the community itself and is defined, 
analysed, and solved by the community. Secondly, the goal of PAR research is the 
radical transformation of social reality and improvement in the lives of the individuals 
involved; thus, community members are the primary beneficiaries of the research. 
Thirdly, PAR involves the full and active participation of the community at all levels of the 
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entire research process. The fourth component of PAR encompasses a range of 
powerless groups of individuals: the exploited, the poor, the oppressed, and the 
marginalized. Selenger (1997) cited the fifth component of PAR as the ability to create a 
greater awareness in individuals’ own resources that can mobilize them for self-reliant 
development. PAR is more than a scientific method, in which community participation in 
the research process facilitates a more accurate and authentic analysis of social reality. 
Lastly, PAR allows the researcher to be a committed participant, facilitator, and learner 
in the research process, which fosters militancy, rather than detachment. 
As researchers, we have decided to use PAR to inform this doctoral study, which focus 
on the process of students’ disengagement from vocational studies. Acquiring new 
knowledge and understanding in this area will assist in the promotion of effective 
methodologies that may prevent dropouts and help students succeed academically. 
According to Selenger’s (1997) components to the PAR process, our research focus on 
a problem originated in a school community and was analysed by this same community 
with the goal of finding solutions that may benefit students’ engagement in school. 
Moreover, students, teachers and school staff are involved, being students not subjects 
of research, but rather active contributors to research who participate in all phases of the 
research process, creating the awareness that students are capable of improving their 
learning development. Finally, the researchers have a secondary role when it comes to 
data collection. They are facilitators and participants, rather than imposing methods and 
tools to achieve the research goal. 
According to Gillis & Jackson (2002), various methods for data collection have been used 
in PAR. However, it is recommended that at least three selected methods be used to 
transcend the limitations of each individual one, to triangulate data generation and 
produce more effective problem-solving (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995). Focus groups, 
participant observation and field notes, interviews, diary and personal blogs, 
questionnaires, and surveys are effective methods of data generation employed in 
participatory action research. (Gillis & Jackson, 2002).  
As we have explained, focus groups, field notes, interviews and questionnaires were 
used in our research. Ideally, in PAR focus groups, all participant viewpoints are 
recognized and valued, as all participants have an opportunity to communicate 
(McTaggart, 1991). Interviews are a method used in PAR which enable participants to 
describe their situation. According to Reinhartz (1992), interviewing offers researchers 
access to people’s ideas, thoughts, feelings and memories in their own words, rather 
than the words of the researcher.  
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Participatory action research has played a key role in educational change, particularly in 
the development of teachers and teaching (Elliot, 1991). Activities such as educational 
research, curriculum development, teaching, and evaluation are fundamental aspects of 
an action research process (Elliot, 1991). Elliot cited action research as a form of creative 
resistance because it transforms rather than simply preserves the old professional craft 
culture of teachers. Consequently, the primary aim of action research is the improvement 
of teaching practice, rather than the production of knowledge.  
Although there are some challenges to conducting PAR research, it is a valuable 
research methodology to be considered by any researcher wanting to take action and 
make changes. However, understanding PAR in terms of its principles, definitions, 
strengths, challenges and practical suggestions is not an easy task. Many of the articles 
and texts relating to PAR do not describe the steps involved in the PAR process, which 
makes it difficult for young researchers to learn the process. We hope that this research 
may be a contribution to a better understanding of this process. 
The findings presented in the next chapter are drawn from the content analysis of 
transcription on meetings and activities developed in the different phases, as well as field 
notes of the researcher participant observation in some meetings. A combination of 
results about the process of disengagement (as it is viewed by students) and their 
experiences and feelings as co-researchers in the distinct phases of the study are 
present. 
 
 
2. The vocational school 
 
The study was conducted at an Education and Training Centre, CICCOPN, one of the 
23 centres in Portugal created through protocols between the IEFP (Employment and 
Professional Training Institute) and social partners. These centres have administrative 
and financial autonomy, they are under direct supervision of the Ministry of Education 
and the Ministry of Labour and Social Security and provides professional training to 
young people and adults according to the curriculum approved by the National Agency 
for Qualification and Vocational Training, but with a private management. Each of the 23 
training centres is oriented for a specific sector - Energy and Communications; Cork; 
Wood and Furniture; Fishing; Jewellery and Watchmaking; Shoes; to name a few. The 
Education and Training Centre (ETC) where the study was conducted is oriented to the 
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Building and Construction Industry and it is located in a suburb area in the North of 
Portugal. The private partner is AICCOPN, which is the national association of building 
and construction companies. 
This ETC offers various kinds of training and qualifications, namely: 
- to qualified and employed adults who want to be updated in terms of their area of 
expertise;  
- to companies that seek a specific training for their employees;  
- to unemployed adults who wish to acquire more skills to have better chances of finding 
a job;  
- to adults who wish to complete the 12th grade; 
- to young people who wish to complete the 9th and 12th grade (compulsory education). 
According to the ETC’s Annual Report 2015, the number of students that attended all 
different training courses was of 14.543 in 2015, of which 337 were young people 
enrolled to complete the 12th grade. As we explained before, this alternative pathway - 
Aprendizagem em Alternância - is a subsystem of education designed to provide 
education and technical skills required to perform the tasks of a particular and specific 
job for students from 14 to 23 years of age who wish to accomplish compulsory 
education, which is the 12th grade in Portugal. This means that the curriculum includes 
academic general education, while the practical skills of each trade are stressed, and it 
includes an internship in a company of the related working sector. 
This ETC offers seven courses for secondary education - Health and Safety at Work, 
Building Construction, Technical Design in Construction, Electrical Systems, 
Administration, Civil Protection, and Photovoltaic Solar Systems. Each ETC chooses the 
courses according to the community context where the Centre is located and the 
employability rate of each course. In previous years, many students who have done their 
internship in a company of a specific sector, were hired by that company, either for short-
term contracts or long-term contracts. However, the school has no specific data about 
this issue, nor any study supporting it. 
In the last quarter of 2015, the ETC hired a psychologist to work with the students who 
presented some behaviours, such as low self-esteem, problems to adapt to the school’s 
context (namely the ones who lived far away and had to move to the school’s residence), 
low grades, or lack of motivation to study.  
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The ETC is 85 800 square meters in total, of which 14 000 are facilities and 71 800 are 
outside space. When the study was conducted, the main building had 41 classrooms, of 
which 6 were ICT rooms and one was a Physics Lab. It had 14 workshops for practical 
classes, such as carpentry, electricity, plumbing, solar systems, gas and welding. It had 
a library, an open area for sports, a student’s lounge, a canteen and a residence to 
accommodate students (12 female and 32 male). According to the annual report of 2015, 
the residence had 20 students living there that year. There is also a farming field where 
the crane and stacker operator classes take place. 
Classes begin at 9 am and depending on the kind of training, they can last until 11 pm. 
Therefore, the ETC has 24-hour surveillance including weekends carried out by a private 
company and its canteen provides breakfast, lunch and dinner to the residence students, 
and lunch and dinner to those who wish to have a meal. Teachers have a teachers’ room 
and the ETC has got a fitness room available to teachers and school staff, as well as a 
personal trainer to provide personal fitness assistance once a week. 
The latest data of 2015 on the number of school staff is of 91 personnel, which doesn’t 
include teachers. The total number of external teachers required for that year was 125 
of all fields of education, and the school had 16 internal teachers. However, the number 
of teachers in this vocational alternative pathway (Aprendizagem em Alternância) was of 
41 in all three fields of school subjects - Social-Cultural (Portuguese, English, Sports, 
ICT and Integration), Scientific and Technical (these last two depend on the vocational 
course). 
Participants in our research are students of Aprendizagem em Alternância, an alternative 
learning pathway which combines theoretical subjects with technical and practical ones. 
As explained before, these courses last for three academic years. They are divided into 
modules of varying length, covering three components: socio-cultural, scientific and 
technical training. The technical component varies from course to course. Successful 
completion of these vocational courses leads to a Level 4 vocational qualification and a 
diploma in secondary and compulsory education, allowing students to pursue their 
studies at a higher level. 
These students receive financial support to attend the course (transport and meal 
allowance) and do not pay for any textbooks since all materials are provided by the 
school and produced by teachers. In this particular ETC, students who live more than 50 
km away from school are allowed to live in the school’s residence, and can have 
breakfast, lunch and dinner with no charge. The school is responsible for their well-being 
and takes care of every issue concerning the residents, namely taking them to the doctor 
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or hospital when they are ill or helping them with any sort of documentation they need. 
These students usually go home at the weekend except for the ones who are from other 
countries or from the islands of Madeira and Azores. 
The school has got a protocol with the Portuguese Cooperation and receives every 
school year students from Portuguese speaking countries, namely from Guinea-Bissau, 
São Tomé and Prince, Mozambique and Angola. These students live in the residence 
and after completing the 12th grade, they have the choice to return to their countries or 
continue their studies in others academic institutions. 
 
 
3. Participants in the study 
 
Two classes of two different courses - we are going to call them Class A and Class B - 
were chosen to participate in the research with a total of 33 students ranging from 15 to 
25 years old. None of the students had any type of disability. When these two classes 
began their vocational education at this ETC, Class A had 33 students, of which 25 were 
male and 8 were female, while Class B had 26 students, 5 female and 21 were male. 
However, by the time this research began a year later, Class A had 12 students (10 
female and 2 male), while Class B had 21 students (5 female and 16 male). It is worth 
mentioning that the deadline for young people to enrol in these courses is two months 
after courses had started and what usually happens, which was also the case in these 
two classes, is that students can dropout in the meantime and their vacancy is filled by 
another student of the waiting list. This means that although numbers show that in Class 
A there were 21 dropouts and in Class B 5 dropouts, in fact there were more than that 
because of the enrolments and dropouts in the first two months. These numbers 
reinforce the need of a deep research concerning the process of disengagement and 
dropout in these schools, as well as system that can tag, register and validate the precise 
numbers of dropouts. 
The researcher asked the ETC for permission to visit the classes and explained to 
students the overall purpose and procedures of the research study. A consent form was 
distributed. Parental consent was required for students under 18 years of age. For those 
students who already were 18 years of age, they were directly given the adult student 
informed consent document. 
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Ethical issues are present in any kind of research and the protection of participants is 
imperative. Qualitative studies are frequently conducted in settings involving the 
participation of people in their everyday environments. Therefore, any research that 
includes people requires an awareness of the ethical issues that may be derived from 
such interactions (Orb, Eisenhauer & Wynaden, 2001). 
 
 
4. Methodology  
 
Following the premises of Cook-Sather (2006), that young people have unique 
perspectives on learning, teaching and schooling and that they should be given the 
opportunity to actively shape their education, we have built a research design based on 
the work of Fielding (2001, pp.135). As we have seen before, Fielding has developed “a 
four-fold model which distinguishes between students as sources of data, students as 
active respondents, students as co-researchers, and students as researchers”. This 
model provides a guideline to reflect on students’ involvement in research and the role 
and responsibilities given to conduct specific tasks. However, as Fielding suggests, 
initiatives and practices are likely to move in and out of the different modes, and distinct 
levels and modes will be appropriate at different times and in different contexts. Our aim 
was to engage students in such a way that they would tell us about their own 
experiences, engaging in what Freire (2005) described as one of the first steps from 
object to subject in their own learning. 
Inspired in participative methodology we designed a process which was initially 
negotiated with students and based on visual narratives and student joint reflection. In 
doing so, we recognized the power of students telling a story of their disengagement 
through visual images, reflection, and collaborative work and thinking with their school 
colleagues. 
The study was divided in several phases. Before setting up the process, the framework 
was discussed in a first session with the school board and a previous meeting with the 
students was held with the researcher in order to invite and negotiate with them their 
participation in the study. The term “negotiation” is used here due to the reluctancy the 
students felt when they were first approached, which will be explained later on. In this 
session, the activities they were about to develop once joined the research project were 
explained. 
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4.1 Phase 1: Questionnaire 
 
In the first phase of the study students were invited to answer an online questionnaire. A 
questionnaire is a research instrument consisting of a series of questions for the purpose 
of gathering information from respondents. Questionnaires provide a relatively quick and 
efficient way of obtaining large amounts of information from a sample of people. Data 
can be collected relatively quickly because the researcher does not need to be present 
when the questionnaires is completed. This can be useful for large populations when 
interviews would be impractical. 
The questionnaire was composed by 40 questions divided into four categories: students’ 
biography and family background; students’ school background; students’ labour 
background; and expectations and projects for the future. 22 of the questions had a list 
of alternatives from which the respondent could choose; 5 of the questions had only the 
options “yes” or “no”; 2 of the questions had only two options; 5 were open questions to 
be answered in small paragraphs; and 6 of the questions required short answers, such 
as age or the place of birth. 
The objective was building an initial picture and profile of the student family, social and 
academic background. From the 33 students, 24 answered the questionnaire that was 
anonymous. Results of the questionnaire were agreed not to be shared among students 
due to the personal information collected in it. Just a few and statistical general ideas 
were presented in an informal way to the students. 
 
 
4.2 Phase 2: Photovoice 
 
In the second phase of the research photovoice was ran by students. It is based on the 
principles that images teach, pictures can influence policy and citizens ought to 
participate in imaging and defining public policy. It is a participatory research strategy 
known for its accuracy in gathering information (Wang, 1999). The Photovoice concept 
was developed by Caroline C. Wang and Mary Ann Burris in 1998 while they were both 
studying for MA’s in Social Anthropology at Edinburgh University, UK. Both had a 
background and interest in documentary photojournalism and integrated participatory 
photography into their MA dissertations, independently establishing the Street Vision 
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Project in Vietnam and the Children’s Forum Project in Nepal. Wang and Burris used 
three main sources to create the Photovoice concept: (1) the theoretical literature on 
education for critical consciousness, feminist theory and documentary photography; (2) 
the efforts of community photographers and participatory educators to challenge 
assumptions about representation and documentary authorship; and (3) their experience 
applying the process in the Ford Foundation-supported Yunnan Women’s Reproductive 
Health and Development Program (Wang, Burris & Ping, 1998). 
They developed the following Photovoice Methodology: 
1. Select and recruit a target audience of policymakers or community leaders. 
2. Recruit a group of Photovoice participants. 
3. Introduce the Photovoice methodology to the participants and facilitate a group 
discussion. 
4. Obtain informed consent. 
5. Pose an initial theme for taking pictures. 
6. Distribute cameras to participants and review how to use them. 
7. Provide time for participants to take pictures. 
8. Meet to discuss photographs. 
9. Plan with participants a format to share photographs and stories with policymakers or 
community leaders. 
 
Participants use photography and stories about their photos to identify and represent 
issues of importance to them, which enables researchers to have a greater 
understanding of the issue under study from their perspective (Palibroda, Krieg, 
Murdock, & Havelock, 2009). These authors state that through photovoice, marginalised 
community members are empowered to share their words and photographs as a way to 
reach decision-makers and implement positive change in their home communities. They 
are able to have their voices heard and bring forth ideas to influence the decision that 
may affect their lives. 
Moreover, visual methods could help disrupt from traditional communicative methods by 
providing an alternative space for students to speak and interact. The visual narrative 
methods offer a way of understanding participation (or non-participation) in education 
from the perspective of a student, using photo elicitation to provoke a reflection on 
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previously taken-for-granted assumptions (Carrington, Allen, and Osmolowski, 2007) 
and loosely allowing students to explain the narrative behind each photo. 
Wang (1999) also identified five key concepts that united research groups utilizing the 
Photovoice technique (a) images that teach, (b) pictures can influence policy, (c) 
community participation in creating and defining the images that can shape public health 
policy, (d) involvement of policymakers or community leaders, and (e) Photovoice 
emphasized individual and community action (p. 186-187). 
In order to follow the methodology steps, set by Wang and Burris (1997), a second 
session was held at the school between the researcher and students after information 
about the research and ethical clearance procedures were organised with the school 
director. The researcher explained to the students the specific visual narrative strategy 
of photovoice, their aims and procedures and presented an overview of the research and 
highlighted the research questions. The first expected outcome of the research was 
described as a set of digital photographs representing the students’ views. To make this 
research a participatory process itself and to engage students in this process, all the 33 
students were asked to reflect on their personal vision of engagement and 
disengagement from school by answering three questions using Photovoice 
methodology. They were asked to take up to 3 photos expressing their views and 
thoughts on each of the three questions which were addressed by the researcher and 
given to the students. This means, as was previously explained, that they did not 
establish the research questions themselves, being their role in the research defined as 
co-researchers instead of researchers. Students should use this methodology to answer 
the following questions: 
 
- What keeps you engaged (or not) at school to pursue your studies? 
- What would you do if you could participate in the school’s decision making? 
- Within your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue your studies? 
 
The researcher suggested that the images may focus on identity, place in the group, 
social networks, class groupings, hierarchies and relationships, achievement, failure, 
support, learning, leisure, sport and spaces in the environment, and others. In the 
meeting, students discussed these issues in small groups and shared examples back to 
the whole group. The second expectation of the research was that the students would 
write about their images to explain their interpretation of what they saw or felt at the time, 
or the messages they wished to convey through the visual images. 
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Students were told to use their mobile phones or digital cameras and were asked to 
capture events or images that were significant to them. They were given a month to 
accomplish this phase. After this period and once students had taken a number of 
photographs, they sent them to the researcher who printed them and the respective 
comment. 24 students participated in this activity and a total of 72 photos and comments 
were sent to the researcher - 33 photos regarding the first question, 24 photos regarding 
the second, and 15 photos regarding the third. It was interesting to notice that the last 
question concerning their community was the one that got the least attention. 
 
 
4.3 Phase 3: Participatory Analysis group discussion 
 
For the third phase, a group of nine students was selected to participate in a focus group 
discussion where a participatory analysis was developed. Focus group discussion is 
frequently used as a qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of social 
issues. The method aims to obtain data from a purposely selected group of individuals 
rather than from a statistically representative sample of a broader population (Ochieng, 
Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee, 2018).  
Participants in this type of research are selected on the criteria that they would have 
something to say on the topic, are within the age-range, have similar social-
characteristics and would be comfortable talking to the interviewer and each other 
(Richardson & Rabiee, 2001). The group was selected by the researcher according to 
their age, gender and nationality, in an attempt to have a sample that could represent 
the diversity present at the school. Therefore, there were male and female students, 
Portuguese students and students with dual nationality, and their age ranged between 
16 and 25. An important consideration is the number of students to be invited for 
discussion. Although it is generally accepted that between six and eight participants are 
sufficient (Krueger & Casey, 2000), some studies have reported as few as four and as 
many as fifteen participants (e.g. Fern, 1982; Mendes de Almeida, 1980). One potential 
drawback in focus group discussion is the lack of guarantee that all those who had been 
recruited will attend the discussion. To overcome this, Rabiee (2004) recommends that 
researchers may over-recruit by 10–25%. Ten participants are therefore considered 
large enough to gain a variety of perspectives and small enough not to become disorderly 
or fragmented (Krueger, 1994). With more than 12 members, the group may be difficult 
to manage and may disintegrate into two or even three small groups, each having their 
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own independent discussion. For this group discussion 9 students were selected, and 
they all attended it. 
In this group discussion students engaged in a 3-stage process of data analysis based 
on Paulo Freire’s (2005) concept of education to promote critical consciousness: 
selecting, contextualizing and codifying. When Paulo Freire developed this methodology, 
he was working with illiterate people in Brazil. According to him, “the tradition has been 
not to work with the student, but to work on him, imposing an order to which he has to 
accommodate (p.33)”, setting dialogue as essential to affirm students as Subjects of their 
learning instead of reducing them to the role of Objects. The same way Freire’s group of 
students selected the words with the greatest emotional content and existential meaning, 
as well as words and expressions linked to the experience of the group to be used in a 
literacy programme, the students of our research selected images in previous phase 
from their daily life to answer the research questions and took photos to illustrate and 
express what they meant. According to Freire (2005), this is a way of gathering 
information in order to build up a picture around real situations and real people. In this 
process students in a group begin to identify themselves with aspects of the situation 
until they feel they are able to reflect critically upon its various aspects, thus gathering 
understanding.  
The students organised a table for each question, identifying categories and coding the 
sentences of the comments. For question one - What keeps you engaged (or not) at 
school to pursue your studies? - 33 photos and comments were submitted, and students 
present in this phase made a table with elements that engaged and disengaged students; 
for question two - What would you do if you could participate in the school’s decision 
making? - 24 photos were submitted, and the chart was divided into problems the school 
had, and proposals to improve the school and its activities; for question three - Within 
your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue your studies? - students 
divided the table according to what engages and disengages them in their community. 
This last question had less answers than the others - 15 photos - a fact that was 
questioned in the following phase. 
 
 
4.4 Phase 4: Focus Group 
 
As phase four, another focus group discussion was held with the same students. The 
focus group discussion is a rapid assessment, semi‐structured data gathering method in 
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which a purposively selected set of participants gather to discuss issues and concerns 
based on a list of key themes drawn up by the researcher (Escalada & Heong, 2014). 
According to these authors, to keep the session on track while allowing students to talk 
freely and spontaneously, the researcher uses a discussion guide that lists the main 
topics or themes to be covered in the session. This guide serves as a guideline that 
directs the researcher in covering the list of topics and keeping the discussion on track.  
The number of items is generally kept to a minimum to leave enough time for in‐depth 
discussion and it should focus only on relevant research issues.   
The objective in the focus group of this phase was to engage an in-depth discussion of 
some important issues or, by the contrary, of weak ideas that arose in phase 3, which 
were identified by the researcher. These questions concerned the reasons pointed out 
by the students’ photos and comments and were mainly about their disengagement from 
school; the reasons they had referred for dropping out; their suggestions for school 
improvements; the focus on technology as a disengagement factor; their own experience 
on disengagement, engagement and dropout. Therefore, a first draft of seven questions 
with the mentioned five topics was identified by the research while transcribing the 
previous session, which were the following: 
 
1. In the previous phase you mentioned that one of the main engagement factors was 
being with your friends at school. Why is this so important to you? 
2.  The main disengagement factor at school relates to the facilities, mainly the canteen 
and the meals. How do meals influence your performance in class? Are there any other 
disengaging factors that you wish to stress? 
3. The learning activities and practices inside the classroom have never been 
mentioned. You have mentioned the teachers’ performance but not the school activities. 
Why was that? 
4. Within your community you focused the means of transport as a disengagement 
factor, along with technology. How does technology influence your learning process? Is 
it engaging or not? 
5. You mentioned your family support as a very important factor for your academic 
success. But there are students who are living here at school and don’t have their families 
close. Does your family play the same role as for the others? 
6. Almost every one of you has already dropped out or failed a year before coming to 
this school. What can you tell us from that experience? 
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7. You have already done an internship in a company and had first working experience 
while studying in this course. Do you feel any difference in the way you look at your 
academic path now? 
 
From the students answers during this focus group other new topics were emergent, 
arisen and were analyzed by the group.  
 
 
4.5 Phase 5: Interviews 
 
After working with the students, the researchers engaged the fifth phase, interviewing 
teachers and the school director. Semi-structured interviews were conducted for this 
purpose. Semi-structured interviews consist of several key questions that help to define 
the areas to be explored, but also allows the interviewer or interviewee to diverge in order 
to pursue an idea or response in more detail. They combine a predetermined set of open 
questions that prompt discussion with the opportunity for the interviewer to explore 
particular themes or responses further. The flexibility of this approach, particularly 
compared to structured interviews, also allows for the discovery or elaboration of 
information that is important to participants but may not have previously been thought of 
as pertinent by the research team (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008). It does 
not limit respondents to a set of predetermined answers unlike a structured interview.  
When designing an interview guideline, it is imperative to ask questions that are likely to 
retrieve as much information about the study phenomenon as possible and also be able 
to address the aims and objectives of the research. Therefore, to perform this phase an 
interview guideline was previously developed, taking into account the information 
gathered in the previous phases with the students. Although other questions arose while 
conducting the interviews, this guideline was divided into 3 parts: getting to know 
teachers and the director’s thoughts on Vocational Education, what they sensed about 
the process of students’ disengagement and how could schools help students in those 
situations, and on their own teaching and leadership performances towards the goals of 
the vocational courses. Three teachers were randomly chosen by the researcher, one 
from the social-cultural area (Portuguese Language), one from the scientific area 
(Physics and Chemistry) and one from the technical area (Topography) of the courses.  
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The teachers’ interviews lasted between 30 to 40 minutes each, while the director’s 
interview lasted one hour. These interviews were recorded and transcribed by the 
researchers. 
 
 
4.6 Phase 6: Focus Group 
 
A last focus group discussion was held with the same students of phases 3 and 4, where 
they had to comment on seven sentences that had been highlighted from the teachers’ 
and the school director’s interviews. The chosen sentences were the following: 
 
• “Students’ self-esteem is low due to their life path. Therefore, there should be a 
positive reinforcement coming from us (teachers).” 
• “There should be more communication and cross-over between teachers to foster 
activities which provide visibility to students’ work.” 
• “The mobile phone is almost an extension of the students, it is a plague. However, 
it can be a good tool for teaching and learning.” 
• “Students disengagement from regular school due to its curricula and come to 
vocational schools because it is a more practical learning system.” 
• “Some young people come here expecting something practical, interactive, dynamic 
and most of the times the methodology is the same (as in regular schools):” 
• “Theoretical and expository lessons provoke disengagement. There should be left 
room to expose contents, but students should work the concepts in a more practical way 
and with applicability to their daily life.” 
• “Students arrive here with no motivation because of the negative stigma given to 
vocational courses.” 
 
To analyse the contents of phases four and five we followed Bardin’s (2011) content 
analysis technique. Bardin (2011, p. 37) clarifies that the content analysis “(...) is a set of 
communication analysis techniques. It is not only a tool, but a range of implements; or, 
more accurately, it will be a single instrument, but marked by a large disparity of forms 
and adaptable to a very wide field of application (...).” Content analysis can also be 
performed on pictures and can be conducted in different ways, there is no rule to reach 
the goal of the analysis process, the researchers have different possibilities to perform 
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analysis to answer their research questions. Given the various possibilities to perform 
content analysis, it was decided to take as base the technique of the steps proposed by 
Bardin (2011) to perform content analysis of the students’ focus group (phase 4) and the 
teachers’ interviews (phase 5). The steps of content analysis from the perspective of 
Bardin (2011) present the following phases: pre-analysis, material exploration and 
processing of results.  
The first step, the pre-analysis, corresponds to the organization of the material collected. 
The second step is the codification of the corpus or document analysis. Based on Bardin 
(2011) the codification corresponds to a transformation of the raw data, allowing a 
representation of content or expression, susceptible of explanation by the researcher. In 
the third step, according to Bardin (2011: p. 131) “(...) the raw results are treated in order 
to be meaningful and valid” (...) and the researchers “(...) with at his/her disposal 
significant results and faithful, can then propose inferences and interpretations and 
advance the purpose of the planned objectives - or which concern other unexpected 
discoveries.” 
 
 
4.7 Phase 7: Meeting with the School Board 
 
After analysing the data, the first results were presented to the school board. This 
meeting lasted about one hour. A table with the problems raised by the students and 
their possible solutions was handed out to the school director for further discussion with 
the school’s board and partners. 
Activities in phase 3 and 4 were videotaped with the permission of students and 
transcribed. The interviews with teachers (phase 5) and the final focus group (phase 6) 
were recorded with a mobile device.  
The following table shows the research phases, their purposes and the participants 
engaged in each activity. 
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  Activities Purpose Participants 
number 
 
Introduction 
Meeting with school 
board 
Discuss the framework and purposes of 
research; get the permission to conduct the 
research 
3 
School board 
members 
Meeting with the 
students 
Clarify students’ participation and the activities 
to be conducted; consent form 
33 
Students 
 
Phase 1 
 
Questionnaire 
Gather information about students’ biography 
and family background; students’ school 
background; students’ labour background; and 
expectations and projects for the future.  
 
24 
Students 
 
 
Phase 2 
 
Session with 
       students      
Explain to the students the specific visual 
narrative strategy of photovoice, their aims and 
procedures and present an overview of the 
research and highlight the research questions. 
 
24 
Students 
 
Photovoice task 
Reflect on their own personal vision of 
engagement and disengagement from school 
by answering three questions using Photovoice. 
24 
Students 
 
Phase 3 
Participatory 
Analysis group 
discussion 
Engage the process of data analysis based on 
Paulo Freire’s (2005) concept of education to 
promote critical consciousness. 
9 
Students 
Phase 4 Focus Group Engage an in-depth discussion of some 
important issues or ideas that arose in phase 3. 
9 
Students 
Phase 5 Interviews Know what they sense about the process of 
disengagement. 
3  
Teachers and the 
school director 
Phase 6 Focus Group Comment on some sentences taken from the 
teachers’ and the school director’s interviews. 
9 
Students 
Phase 7 Meeting with school 
board 
Presentation of the first findings of research. 3 
school board 
members 
 
Table 4 - Phases of Research (own elaboration)
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Introduction 
 
This chapter examines the purpose of this study which is to learn more about the process 
of students’ disengagement and dropout from vocational schools. It presents a detailed 
account of the approach adopted and the chosen research design, namely a qualitative 
approach based on Fielding’s model of students as co-researchers. Data collection 
methods which were employed in the study and the subsequent data analysis 
procedures are outlined according to the phases described previously. 
Findings derived from observations and field notes, casual conversations, focus groups 
and interviews with the participants and the researcher’s visual memory will be presented 
and analysed within each phase. 
The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate and discuss what the data collected, and the 
perspectives of participants have revealed. All materials produced – questionnaire and 
semi-structured interviews questions, focus group guidelines – can be consulted in the 
Appendix section.  
The phases of the research were the following:  
 
Phase 1: Getting to know students’ background 
Phase 2: The use of Photovoice: taking pictures 
Phase 3: Participatory Analysis 
Phase 4: Focus Group: Dialogue and in-depth reflection 
Phase 5: Interviews with teachers and the school head 
Phase 6: Focus group with students 
Phase 7: Presentation of the findings to the school board 
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Phase 1: Getting to Know Students’ Background 
 
As previously explained, the goal of this phase was to gather information about the 
students who were about to participate in this research, namely about their family 
background, school background, their work experience and their expectations and 
projects for the future. 
When we started this phase and did a first session with the students, it became clear 
that students did not believe that the way they thought and lived the school were of any 
interest to anyone. The scepticism of students in filling the questionnaire was one of the 
most noteworthy issues revealing that they had no confidence in the role they were 
invited to assume in the research. Some of their comments and questions showed a 
merely results-oriented thinking about what a research could offer them. Moreover, they 
understood the activity as an academic work, considering whether filling in the 
questionnaire could bring them some profit in their grades:  
- "Will we get a grade for this?"  
Also, it was evident a suspicious attitude to the fact that someone wanted to hear from 
them: 
- "Why should we bother? No one has ever listened to us before." 
- “No one is going to do anything about it.” (By “it”, the student was referring to 
improvement suggestions they could make in the process). 
Students thought that what they were open to talk did not always map onto what teachers 
and school were interested to hear. The disbelief and lack of motivation was notorious. 
The question on assessment clearly showed they were not used to being questioned 
about their opinions or feelings. In fact, when the researcher asked if they had any other 
question, some students shrugged their shoulders while others silently nodded. 
One of the students asked:  
- “If there’s no grade, we are not obliged to do it, right?”  
This comment initiated an argument between this student and a female student about 
the pros and cons of participating in the research. The girl was remarkably angry with 
her classmate saying:  
- “If everyone thought the way you do, we would never get anywhere!”.  
The teacher who was in this session with the researcher tried to explain that this was a 
good thing for them because:  
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- “(…) you will finally be able to speak about what bothers you”.   
Few agreed that it would be a good opportunity to express their thoughts and ideas. 
Nevertheless, they answered the questionnaire in a computer lab of the ETC. 
This questionnaire was divided in four parts: Personal Information, Family Background, 
Academic Background and Work Background. 
 
The Questionnaire 
 
From the 33 students attending both classes, a total of 24 students answered the 
questionnaire. 9 students were absent from classes that day. 
 
1.1 Personal Information 
 
 Questionnaire  
1 Age Open 
2 Gender  
Female / Male 
Multiple 
Choice 
3 Nationality Open  
4 Civil status Open 
5 District and Parish Open 
6 Course Open 
7 Is your family’s income enough for what your family needs? 
- No 
- Partly 
- Almost 
- Totally  
 
Multiple 
Choice 
8 Tick the features that best define your personality. 
- Responsible  
- Dominant 
- Sociable 
- Lovable 
- Unpreoccupied 
- Quiet 
- Active 
- Perseverant 
- Apathic 
- Restless 
- Rebel 
- Irritable 
- Nervous 
- Reliable  
- Organised 
 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
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- Reflective  
- Unsure 
- Passive 
- Aggressive  
 
 
 
Students’ ages ranged between 15 and 25 years, 16 students were underage. In 
Portugal, teenagers reach the age of majority at 18.  11 students were male and 13 were 
female; they were all Portuguese, however, two had dual nationality, one had Portuguese 
and Santomean nationalities and another Portuguese and French nationalities. Only one 
of the students was married, while the others were single. Three of them lived more than 
50 kilometres away from the ETC, and therefore, they lived at the school’s residence. 
One of the students was from São Tomé and Prince, therefore the student lived in the 
school even during the weekends. 
When they were asked about their personality traits, results were varied. Three 
adjectives were highlighted: sociable, responsible and quiet. The adjective rebel was 
chosen by only one student and the adjectives dominant, aggressive and apathetic were 
not chosen by any student. The way students see themselves, as responsible and quiet 
persons, did not match exactly what we observed in the first session, meaning that the 
way they see themselves may not be the way they behave in uncertain situations, as the 
ones we were putting them into. 
 
 
Fig. 11 – Word cloud representing question 8, the most chosen students’ personalities traits. (own 
elaboration) 
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 1.2 Family Background 
 
 Questionnaire  
9 Father’s Age Open 
10 Father’s Employment Situation 
- Active 
- Unemployed 
- Retired 
Multiple 
Choice 
11 Father’s Schooling Level 
- No Schooling 
- Basic Schooling (until the 9th grade) 
- Secondary (until the 12th grade) 
- Vocational School 
- Superior Studies 
- Master 
- PhD 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
12 Mother’s Age Open 
13 Mother’s Employment Situation 
- Active 
- Unemployed 
- Retired 
Multiple 
Choice 
14 Mother’s Schooling Level 
- No Schooling 
- Basic Schooling (until the 9th grade) 
- Secondary (until the 12th grade) 
- Vocational School 
- Superior Studies 
- Master 
- PhD 
Multiple 
Choice 
15 Number of Siblings Open 
16 Place among the Siblings 
- Older 
- Younger 
- Middle  
Multiple 
Choice 
 
 
17 Who do you live with? 
- Both biological parents 
- Other: 
 
18 Level of family’s concern towards your education path: 
- Very high 
- High 
- Medium 
- Low 
- None  
Multiple 
Choice 
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Most of the students (18) lived with their biological parents whose ages ranged between 
36 and 60 years of age. Only two students lived with a single parent or alone and one 
lived with the siblings or with parents and siblings. 79% of the fathers had the 9th grade 
and 13% had no qualification whatsoever, while 75% of the mothers had the 9th grade 
and 17% had no qualifications. This means that mothers had lower qualifications than 
fathers, as well as a higher unemployment rate, since 46% of the mothers were 
unemployed, against 25% of the fathers. According to Wilson, K., Stemp, K. & McGinty, 
S. (2011), low-skilled parental occupation and parental non-completion of post-
secondary education and training are also considered to be contributing factors.  
Moreover, in ten households one of the parents was unemployed and in four households 
one of the parents was already a retired adult. In three households both parents were 
unemployed and in only six both parents had a job. When students were asked if the 
family’s income was enough for all expenses, only three mentioned it wasn’t enough, 
eight answered it was totally enough, ten mentioned it was almost enough and three said 
the income was partially enough. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5 – Parents’ Qualifications (own elaboration) 
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Table 6 – Households’ Employment Situation (own elaboration) 
 
 
80% of the students referred that the level of their parents’ concern towards their school 
pathway was high and very high. Only one student referred to it as a reduced concern. 
It can be seen from this part of the questionnaire that the students’ families had poor 
qualifications as well as employment rates, especially among mothers. However, 
students considered that what they had was enough to live with and, surprisingly, even 
though their family situation was not very stable, parents were still concerned about their 
children’s future.  
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1.3 Academic Background 
 
 Questionnaire  
19 Current School Year Open 
20 Have you ever failed a year at elementary school? 
- No 
- Once 
- Twice 
Multiple 
Choice 
21 Have you ever failed a year at 5th or 6th grades? 
- No 
- Once 
- Twice  
- More than twice 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
22 Have you ever failed a year at 7th /8th /9th grades? 
- No 
- Once 
- Twice  
- More than twice 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
23 Have you ever failed a year at regular secondary school? 
- No 
- Once 
- Twice  
- More than twice 
Multiple 
Choice 
24 Have you ever failed a year at vocational secondary school? 
- No 
- Once 
- Twice  
- More than twice 
Multiple 
Choice 
25 In case you have failed in any of the previous options, tick the three 
factors that contributed for that event. 
- Lack of interest for the school 
- Lack of interest for the curricula 
- Lack of study 
- Not paying attention in class 
- School’s facilities 
- Indiscipline 
- School punishment 
- Expulsion 
- Difficulty in subject’s content 
- Teacher’s inability to explain  
- Classmates behaviour  
- Lack of parent’s support 
- Difficulty in relating with teachers and staff 
- Other: 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
26 Have you ever dropped out of school? 
- Yes 
- No 
Multiple 
Choice 
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27 If you answered Yes to question 26, state your age at the time. 
- Before 10 
- Between 10 and 12 
- Between 12 and 14 
- Between 14 and 16 
- More than 16 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
28 According to your opinion, what has motivated your school dropout? Open 
 
29 What were the consequences of this decision (dropout)? Open 
30 How do you define the relationship you have with the school? 
- You feel good and enjoy going to school 
- You don’t enjoy going to school 
- It doesn’t matter 
- It is important to be with your friends 
- Nobody enjoys your presence there 
- Other: 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
31 What motivated you the most to attend this course was: 
- Getting a university degree 
- Finishing mandatory school quickly 
- The practical content of the course 
- Being obliged to attend 
- Other: 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
32 The motivation to conclude the course resulted from (choose 3): 
- The desire/will to get a university degree 
- The desire/will to finish mandatory schooling faster 
- The desire/will to get a job 
- Family support 
- The importance your parents give to school 
- The importance you give to school 
- Obligation 
- Your colleagues motivated you 
- Other:  
 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
33 How significant is what you learn in the course for you and your life? 
- Nothing significant 
- Not very significant 
- Significant 
- Very significant 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
33.1 Justify your answer. Open 
34 Regarding the strengthening of your confidence as well as your 
individual and professional abilities, you consider your course: 
- Not important 
- Not very important 
- Important 
- Very important 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
35 What measures could help you pursue/conclude your studies? Choose 
3 options. 
- Own will and motivation 
- Value/appreciation of your education 
- Quality of the learning process 
- More time to study 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
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- Less work and tasks at school 
- Better public means of transport 
- More family support 
- Not needing to work 
- Good teachers 
- More understanding from the teachers 
- Having a school closer to home 
- Better school facilities 
- Other: 
 
 
  
17 students had already failed a year in some point of their school pathway. 4 of the 
students had already dropped out of secondary regular school when they were more 
than 16 years old. Only seven students had never failed nor dropped out of school. 
 
 
Qualification Passed Failed Once Failed Twice Dropout 
Elementary School 20 4 0  
5th – 6th Grades 19 3 2  
7th – 9th Grades 14 4 1  
Secondary School 14 5 0 4 
Professional Course 23 1 0  
 
Table 7 – Students’ failures and dropouts from school (own elaboration) 
 
When the four students who dropped out were asked why they had done it, they provided 
different answers: for economic reasons; having moved out to another country with the 
family; regular school was too demanding; and their teachers weren’t willing to help. 
Students named as consequences of dropping out the fact of losing time and falling 
behind towards their goal of getting a job. 
Regarding their relationship with the school, 17 students referred that they enjoyed going 
to classes, 5 students enjoyed meeting their friends there, 5 referred they did not like 
going to classes at all and only one enjoyed learning and being updated. 
When asked why they were taking a professional course, 13 students referred they 
wanted to finish compulsory education, 9 students wished to attend a university degree 
and 7 students chose it due to the practical component these courses offered. 
In regard to what motivates them to complete their course, students had to choose 3 
options among the ones given. Although some students didn’t choose three options, 
these were their answers: 
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Motivations Number of Answers 
Get a job 16 
Finish compulsory education as quickly as possible 14 
Learning is important 9 
Have an academic degree 8 
Family support 6 
Parents think learning is important 5 
Obligation 2 
Friends motivate to learn 1 
 
Table 8 – Students’ motivations to finish the course (own elaboration) 
 
Half of the students considered getting a job as one of the aspects that motivates them 
to finish the course along with finishing their compulsory education. This might be 
explained by their family and social background and the possibility of finding quickly a 
better job with the 12th grade. Also, this might also show the pressure they feel in finishing 
school to help their family, since students referred that 80% of their parents have a high 
concern towards their school pathway, as shown before. 
Most of the students (9) said that what they were learning was important for their life, 
while 9 considered it very important and only 2 as not very important. In an open 
question, students had to point out some reasons to justify their choice. Here are their 
answers: 
 
 Students’ Reasons 
 It is important for our internship 
4 It provides us foundations for our future job 
 It prepares us to face professional barriers 
 It is useful for our professional future and for our daily life 
 It may bring more job offers and more professional skills 
 It may bring benefits 
 Students should care about their studies 
 It is important to know English if we want to work abroad 
4 To get a good job 
 To work 
 I don’t want to go to university, I want to work 
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 We speak about things we will never use in our life 
 Get a better salary 
 Be informed 
 
Table 9 – The importance of learning (own elaboration) 
 
It seems to us that their future is something they are very concerned about since the 
expectation of getting a better job and their future career are pointed out as motivations 
for their learning and they also acknowledge the importance of their studies to achieve 
it. 
Students considered that their vocational education is important to reinforce their 
confidence and their personal and professional skills (15 students), while 6 considered it 
very important, 2 not very important and one considered it as not important. 
When students were asked about the measures that could help them finish their courses, 
they considered the following options: 
 
 Measures that help students finish their courses 
20 Own will and motivation 
13 Quality Education 
7 Having more time to study 
7 Understanding from their teachers 
6 Less work at school 
6 Appreciation of Education 
6 Good teachers 
4 Having a school closer to home 
3 Better public means of transport 
2 Better school facilities 
1 Family support 
 
Table 10 – Measures that help students finish their courses (own elaboration) 
 
We can’t help noticing that being 16 of the students underage, it is remarkable that they 
had chosen “own will and motivation” as the main measure that could help them finish 
their studies. In our perspective, this expresses a high degree of maturity and 
perseverance at such a young age. 
Findings| Inês Rodrigues 
 
147 
 
1.4 Work Background 
 
 Questionnaire  
36 Do you study and work? 
- Yes / No 
Multiple 
Choice 
37 If you answered yes, how many hours per week do you work? Open 
37.1 Does your learning help you in some way with the work that you have? 
- Yes / No 
Multiple 
Choice 
37.2 If you answered yes, how does it help you? Open 
38 If you answered no to question 36, have you ever had any work 
experience? 
- Yes / No 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
  
 
From the 24 students, only two students were currently working. Both students referred 
that they worked seven hours during the weekend, and only one agreed that the contents 
of the curricula were contributing to that work since the student considered that he/she 
was learning and practicing more about his/her line of studies. 11 students had already 
had a working experience. 
20 students referred that their life path could change for the fact of attending a vocational 
course. When they were asked to justify it in an open question, their answers were the 
following: 
 
  
 We have an internship during the course, so we will be more prepared to work 
 We acquire technical knowledge for the job 
 I don’t know what to expect 
 With an internship we have an idea of what working in a company is like 
 There are more job opportunities 
 We get more experience and training that companies need  
 It is an advantage to get a job 
 I will need it for the future 
 We get another perspective for the future 
 With the 12th grade I have more possibilities of getting a job than with the 9th grade 
 I will get more qualifications 
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 It opens doors for another jobs 
 I can earn a better salary and satisfy my future needs 
 I have to finish 12th grade 
 It is an asset for our life 
 I am learning important things 
 I will work with my family 
 It helps me grow up as a person and as an employee 
 I already have experience in the area 
 It is a normal course 
 I hope to get a job in this area and use what I have learnt in the course 
 
 
Table 11 – What changes in students’ life due to their course attendance (own elaboration) 
 
While some students believe that the course will help them somehow in their career path, 
- more job opportunities, an advantage to get a job, get more experience, an asset, an 
advantage, opens doors - few students think of it as something natural – a normal course, 
finish 12th grade.  
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1.5 Expectations and Future Projects 
 
 
 Questionnaire  
39 Do you think that your life path can change by the fact of attending a 
vocational course? 
- Yes / No 
Multiple 
Choice 
39.1 Justify your answer. Open 
40 After concluding the course, what is your main goal? 
- Go to university 
- Attend a specialisation course 
- Get a job 
- Don’t know 
- Other: 
 
Multiple 
Choice 
 
 
  
The last question was about their goals after graduating. 16 students referred they 
wanted to start working after getting the 12th grade; 7 students wanted to go to university 
and take a degree; only one student didn’t know what his/her goals were. 
 
 
Table 12 – Students’ goals after the course (own elaboration) 
 
It is common in these types of courses that students choose to work when they graduate, 
since the main goal is to prepare them to the labour market. So, their answers to this 
question raised no surprise. 
Goals
Start Working Go to University Don't Know
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One of the drawbacks experienced in this phase was the students’ reluctance in 
participating in this research. It seemed obvious to us that they weren’t used to being 
asked to participate in any activity rather than the ones which involved their classes or 
some sort of assessment, meaning that they were not involved in matters that directly 
concerned them and their learning, nor were ever asked about their opinion on issues 
that really matter to them. Nevertheless, their answers reflect their perspective and state 
of mind. 
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Phase 2: The use of Photovoice - taking pictures 
 
 
“The camera is my tool. Through it I give a reason for everything around me” 
Andre Kersetz 
 
 
We started this phase with a session where the 33 students were introduced to the 
procedures of photovoice and given the opportunity to experiment it by using different 
examples that were shown them and which helped them be familiarized with the 
photovoice process. We presented some materials, namely a PowerPoint presentation 
(appendix I), with some information that we thought would be important to clarify any 
doubts that they may have, which allowed students to talk and discuss freely about some 
issues, for example:  
 
- “Can I use my own mobile phone to do this?” 
They were surprised to know they could use their phones inside school, since they were 
not allowed to use them in classes at this point. 
 
- “Are we supposed to check with you to see if the photos are okay, if it is what you 
want?”  
We could notice that this student was insecure about what he was about to do and had 
misinterpreted the purpose of the activity. We explained him that the photos were 
personal and should represent his vision of what the questions meant to him and that 
the researcher’s role was not to influence the process in anyway. Therefore, the 
researcher’s approval was not significant nor necessary. 
 
- “Can I take a picture of a teacher or of a colleague?”  
When this question was raised, several students nodded as a sign that they were also 
interested in listening to the answer. They were told they needed to ask the person for 
permission and explain him/her what it was for before taking any photo. 
 
- “Can we take photos of things that we think are wrong here in the school?”  
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Again, they were told to take photos of anything that would help them answer those 
questions, even if some of those things might illustrate a side of the school people usually 
didn’t pay attention to or discuss. They were very surprised to hear this.  
One student said:  
 
- “Even if we strongly disapprove of something here?”  
They were then told to be as honest as they could when photographing and commenting 
on the photos and that no one would make any judgement of their opinions. 
 
It is never easy to explain teenagers how photographs and narratives may be used to 
reach decision makers. However, photography was a more engaging activity for them 
and once they were conscious, they could use their own mobile phones to freely 
accomplish it, the reluctance felt in the first phase vanished. No technical details were 
given, they could take the photos as they wished, with light, perspective or angles they 
chose. 
They were invited to answer 3 questions using photovoice methodology: 
 
Question 1: What keeps you engaged (or not) at school to pursue your studies? 
Question 2: What would you do if you could participate in the school’s decision making? 
Question 3: Within your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue your 
studies? 
 
This step relates to Paulo Freire’s (2005) first stage process of analysis - Selecting - 
since the students chose what to photograph and, by having done so, they have defined 
the course of discussion. When Paulo Freire developed this methodology, he was 
working with illiterate people. According to him, “the tradition has been not to work with 
the student, but to work on him, imposing an order to which he has to accommodate 
(p.33)”, setting dialogue as essential to affirm students as Subjects of their learning 
instead of reducing them to the role of Objects.  
The same way Freire’s group of students selected the words with the greatest emotional 
content and existential meaning, as well as words and expressions linked to the 
experience of the group to be used in a literacy programme, the students of our research 
selected images from their daily life to answer the research questions and took photos 
to illustrate and express what they meant. According to Freire (2005), this allows for the 
students to discover knowledge and understanding on their own, and in this discovery, 
a transformation of the world takes place. This transformation expresses the true aim of 
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education, as Freire explains it: the practice of freedom in understanding and making 
meaning of the world.  
In this activity - which was conducted in May 2016 and lasted the whole month - students 
individually collected photos using mobile devices to answer the questions and made 
written comments on each one of them. First changes in students began to become 
evident. While the activity was still ongoing, we came across with some of the students 
at school who said: 
 
- “I have already taken two photos. Do you want to see them?” and then they 
showed the photos they had taken. 
 
Some teachers referred that the students had asked to take pictures of them to include 
in the photovoice project, and a Portuguese Language teacher said some students had 
asked her to correct spelling of the comments they had written. She said she refused it 
explaining them that they should present their ideas as true and real as possible, even if 
it meant to present it with spelling or grammar mistakes. It was notorious their 
engagement in the activity. They were given total freedom to conduct this activity and at 
no time did the researcher intervene in the data gathering process. Students then sent 
all the material gathered to the researcher by email. 
In the next pages we show just some examples of the 72 photos and comments that the 
students submitted. The researcher received 30 photos concerning the first question, 20 
photos for the second question, and 22 photos for the third question. These photos are 
available in the digital appendix (Appendix II). All the 72 photos were analysed by the 
students and its analysis is being presented in phase 3. 
The comments were translated from the Portuguese by the researcher and are as 
accurate as possible. 
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Question 1: What keeps you engaged (or not) at school to pursue your studies? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 1 
Comment: I have made some good friends with whom I know I am going to keep their friendship 
when I leave school. Also, having my boyfriend here and my family supporting me to finish high 
school is very important. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 2 
Comment: I like the outside space of the school. It is calm and peaceful by the pool. 
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Picture 3 
Comment: Our school gives us some dish choices for lunch. I think this is a motivating factor to 
study, because meals are very good, and they are like a fuel for us, for our everyday classes. 
 
 
Picture 4 
Comment: One of the things that motivates me to study are my grades, I know they will be 
acknowledged later and are a source of pride for me. Obviously, some grades are better than 
others, but as everything in life we also have good and bad moments. 
Findings| Inês Rodrigues 
 
156 
 
 
 
Picture 5 
Comment: I like the fact that I have awesome teachers who care about their students and do 
everything they can to provide us knowledge and to prepare us when we finish school. 
 
 
 
Picture 6 
Comment: In the Aquarium3 we have an area with a table football and table-tennis. However, our 
area in the Aquarium could be better because sometimes it rains inside. 
 
                                                          
3 Aquarium is what the students call their students’ lounge because of the number of windows it has. 
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Question 2: What would you do if you could participate in the school’s decision 
making? 
 
Picture 7 
Comment: I would do a better path outside so that everyone could walk in properly, because when 
it rains, the whole path is muddy, and our shoes are completely dirty. 
 
 
 
Picture 8 
Comment: I think that this land could be used. They could put some classes working on it, because 
we learn a lot by practising things. 
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Picture 9 
Comment: If I could change something at school, it would be the football field, because I think 
that for example during winter we cannot practise sports due to the weather. To solve this, I would 
build a gym, it would solve this. 
 
 
Picture 10 
Comment: I think that the Aquarium needs a strong remodelling, we need a bar with proper 
conditions, one which is open from 8:30 to 17:30 to say the least, because we want to have 
something to eat and just by getting there by 11:00 we don’t have any fresh products left. 
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Question 3: Within your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue 
your studies? 
 
Picture 11 
Comment: Students really depend on public transportation whose schedule is most of the times 
not compatible with early classes. Students arrive late because of transport delay and that may 
undermine them professionally. 
 
 
 
Picture 12 
Comment: I chose this watch because I must get up very early every day to go to school. I catch 
two busses and the bus schedules are not compatible with each other. 
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Picture 13 
Comment: I feel a little unmotivated to come to school and study because I need to do many 
kilometres every week to get there. 
 
 
Picture 14 
Comment: My biggest motivation is my father because everything I learnt about building 
construction, I learnt from him. 
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As we explained, when we first approached students with this activity, it was difficult for 
them to understand how they were going to conduct it. Once they started the process, 
there was clearly a change about how they value their own participation in this phase. 
They were aware that their thinking, actions and emotions were central aspects in the 
development of the research process. Also, the use of cameras and smartphones, 
devices that are habitual for students’ daily life but not for classes, made them feel the 
research as something close to them, and of their own but also with a playful and creative 
component. The freedom they had to accomplish the task was also unusual and very 
welcomed by students. 
To sum up, this phase was all about raising the questions that were central to student 
engagement, giving them power and autonomy to conduct the activity and collect the 
data, sensing their freedom and equality in doing it, and about the questions they were 
reflecting upon through the photos, questions that they felt in a first-person perspective 
in their everyday life. 
In the next phase we describe and analyse the participatory analysis session that was 
held and where a group of selected students analysed the photos and comments 
collected and submitted by students in this phase. 
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Phase 3: Participatory Analysis 
 
 
Group discussions are a critical aspect of the photovoice process because they create 
opportunities, in which participants can inspire each other to develop a collective voice 
and mobilize for unified action (Strack, Magill & McDonagh, 2004). 
To start this third phase, nine students were selected to work in the analysis of the data 
collected in the previous phase. The students were between 15 and 25 years of age, two 
of the students had dual nationality and 5 of them had already worked or were working 
part-time at the time of the group discussion. The students were selected by the 
researcher and meant to widely represent the students of the school in age, gender, 
ethnicity, and family background. The researcher also chose students who had already 
dropped out of school and others who hadn’t, being able to present different perspectives 
of the questions they were about to discuss. 
This phase was conducted in October 2016 and the session lasted one hour and thirty 
minutes. Adopting Paulo Freire’s approach to education for critical consciousness 
(1970), the researcher began the session by using the questionnaire model SHOWeD 
(Wang et al., 1998) as a springboard for dialogue, as well as to help students establish 
a process of reflection and dialogue between them and about the photos. The SHOWeD 
method consists of five questions that lead the group through the images being 
discussed and are as follows: 
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Fig. 12 - Questionnaire Model SHOWeD (Wang et al, 1998). (Own elaboration). 
 
Each question challenges participants to dig beyond the surface of the image to discuss 
causes and their potential solutions. 
Some researchers (Hergenrather, Rhodes, Cowan, Bardhoshi & Pula, 2009) have 
included a question in the 5th position: “How can we become Empowered through our 
new understanding?”, while others such as the manual produced by the Photovoice 
Steering Committee (2007) to engage in photovoice activities have replaced this 5th 
question by another: “How could this image Educate people?”.  
Other researchers (Graziano, 2004; Hussey, 2006; Mammary, 2007) have used another 
mnemonic, PHOTO, as a photo-discussion trigger through five questions:  
 
1. Describe your Picture. 
2. What is Happening in your picture? 
3. Why did you take a picture Of this? 
4. What does this picture Tell us about your life? 
5. How can this picture provide Opportunities for us to improve life? 
1. What do 
you See 
here?
2. What is 
Happening 
here? 
3. How does 
this relate to 
Our lives?
5. What 
can we Do 
about it?
4. Why does 
this problem, 
concern, or 
strength 
exist?
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This approach can be adapted to the specific situation or subject of analysis. However, 
since the selected students were about to analyse the pictures taken by several students 
and not only their own photos, we have decided to use Wang’s (1998) model, considering 
it was the one that best suited the purpose of this research. 
We believe this is a fundamental part when using photovoice, linking what they see on 
the picture with the questions of SHOWeD. This process of construction and discussion 
of the photos and comments is fundamental, and it is within this process of discussion 
that the themes and categories will be selected. Furthermore, in the same manner that 
Freire’s (1973) line drawings served to personalise issues for discussion, the students’ 
photos created a great sense of pride and ownership that contributed to the exchange of 
a variety of perspectives and experiences. 
By using the questionnaire SHOWeD, the students started contextualising, which is the 
second stage of Freire’s process of analysis, in which the students define the meaning 
of their photographs during a group discussion.  By starting a process of dialogue and 
reflection with pictures, they identify the problem or the asset, critically discuss the roots 
of the situation, and name ways to change or improve it. 
The nine selected students worked in the analysis of the data collected – a total of 72 
pictures - engaging students to think critically, leading us to gain a different insight by 
having the students, who are the subjects of the study, analyse and discuss the data 
they have collected.  
The participatory analysis process was held in a normal classroom. The session was 
recorded on video and fully transcribed, and every quote that was taken from the 
transcription and used in this chapter was translated into English by the researcher. 
Therefore, the researcher take full responsibility for it. 
When students arrived, they decided to rearrange the room and gathered around some 
tables as shown on the following pictures.  
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 Fig. 13 - Common Classroom arrangement                    Fig. 14 - Students after rearranging the classroom 
(Both photos were taken by the researcher) 
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1. Analysing Question 1  
- What keeps you engaged (or not) at school to pursue your studies? 
 
The researcher handed them all the photos collected and they spread them on the tables. 
They started discussing how they would divide the photos: by themes, by questions, or 
by the amount of times something appeared. They asked the researcher how they should 
do it and the researcher replied that that decision was up to the students to decide and 
that they should do it as they felt it was right. They reached the conclusion that they 
should divide the photos and comments in three parts, according to the three questions 
asked. 
They started separating the photos and putting them in the place they thought would 
best answer that question. While they were doing this, whey started smiling and then 
laughing as they were recognising people and places. After having the photos in the right 
place, i.e., divided by the question they were meant to answer, they decided to begin 
with the first question, observe the photos, and read the comments written. They 
suggested that each question should be subdivided according to the themes arising from 
the photos. 
- “How do we do it?” - asked one of the students.  
- “Let’s split what’s engaging and disengaging, problems and solutions, and so on” 
- suggested another. They all agreed with that suggestion. 
 
At this point, students began putting up themselves some questions: 
- “What do you see here?” 
- “What do you make of this?” 
- “This one has something good and something bad about the same thing. We write 
it in two places, right?” 
- “How many parts can we divide this in? 4? No, 5?” 
 
It was common during the session that several students were speaking at the same time. 
They were discussing so many issues that one student decided to go to the whiteboard 
and make a table with what the other students were saying. At any time did the 
researcher intervene in the process. 
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The students engaged in the discussion in such a way that they forgot that they were 
being recorded and laughed and joked, commented on the things they were seeing and 
reading, began telling personal experiences and even debated solutions for some of the 
problems featured that hadn’t been written on the comments. 
- “On the engaging part you can write “having varied options to lunch”. 
- Varied or many? 
- Many options to lunch. 
- Here we can say that there are vending machines with snacks spread around the 
school. These two (photos) are positive, but these two are not. For the 
disengaging part we have the fact that they took the “option” from the menu.” 
At this point, the researcher asked what the “option” was. 
- “It’s fast food.  
- We used to have the meat dish, the fish, the diet and the option. Now they took 
the option from the menu. 
- It was like hotdogs, hamburgers… 
- Pizza. 
- I put on some weight with that. 
- They could put some photos of the dishes on the menu, so that we could see 
what they are. 
- Yes. Sometimes I choose a dish and I don’t know what it is, and when it is time 
to eat… (the student does an ugly face.)” 
We present here the table made by the students (our translation) about Question 1. 
Please note that this chart indicates the frequency of response that each engaging and 
disengaging situation was pictured and commented by participants. 
 
 Engaging Disengaging  
7 Having good grades Removal of one of the options for lunch 2 
6 Acquiring more knowledge Lack of maintenance and cleaning of 
the students lounge 
2 
5 Hope of getting a better professional 
future 
Lack of images on the menu 1 
4 Get the 12th grade Too much homework 1 
3 Family support   
2 Having good teachers   
1 Being with classmates   
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1 The outside space   
1 The students’ lounge   
1 Having many options to lunch   
1 Our academic progression   
 
Table 13 - Question 1: What keeps you engaged (or not) at school to pursue your studies? (own 
elaboration) 
 
 
 
Fig. 15 – Table being made by the students – Question 1 (photo taken by the researcher) 
 
 
Fig. 16 – Photo taken by a student with the following comment: “It is up to us, students, to develop our 
method, to achieve our goal in life.” 
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Without even noticing, students began a process of codification and decodification of the 
pictures and comments. As we have explained, according to Freire (1970) codification is 
a way of gathering information in order to build up a picture (codify) around real situations 
and real people. However, these students engaged in a decodification process, which is 
a process whereby the people in a group begin to identify themselves with aspects of a 
situation until they feel themselves to be in the situation and so able to reflect critically 
upon its various aspects, thus gathering understanding.  According to Freire (1970), it is 
like a photographer bringing pictures into focus and since they represent real and familiar 
situations, the codifications should be simple in their complexity and can offer various 
decoding possibilities. 
Despite the students have mentioned some positive aspects related to school’s facilities 
and its organisation, it is interesting to see that most of the engaging aspects of school 
for the students, which were represented on the pictures and their comments, were 
mostly about things that directly concern them and their future, such as (1) getting good 
grades, (2) acquiring more knowledge, (3) getting a better professional future, or (4) 
getting the 12th grade diploma. 
However, when we look at the disengaging aspects, none of the pictures or comments 
mention any academic aspect, something that we may have been expecting and that 
were mentioned in other studies (Balfanz, Herzog, Mac Iver, 2007), such as teachers’ 
performance or the students’ lack of interest on the curricula and the subjects they were 
learning. Instead, there were only six pictures and comments concerning disengaging 
factors, three of which concerned the school canteen and only one student considered 
having too much homework4. However, none of them provided a clear evidence of the 
reasons why students drop out.  
We believed there was much to be said about this question and that for some reason 
students seemed to have avoided it. This was a question that lacked understanding and, 
therefore, the researcher decided not to question the students about this at this time and 
let them finish their work in this phase, but to do a second session of focus group (phase 
four), to clarify this and other issues that have arisen from phase three. 
 
                                                          
4 We have already explained that in this type of school system, Aprendizagem em Alternância, students 
do not have any homework, but they must prepare oral presentations and are given time within the school 
schedule to accomplish them. They only take presentations home if they do not finish them on time. 
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2. Analysing Question 2 
- What would you do if you could participate in the development of your school? 
 
To analyse question two, “What would you do if you could participate in the development 
of your school?”, a different student headed to the board to make a table and the students 
decided to divide the pictures in two groups: problems and suggested solutions, after 
taking a first look at the pictures they had. 
A student read the comments while the others listened and then discussed what to write 
on the table.  
Once they finished reading all the comments and looking at all the photos, the table on 
the board was as the following: 
  
Problem Suggested Solutions 
students’ behaviour community work 
lack of maintenance of students lounge  
no vending machines by the 
workshops 
put vending machines in the workshops 
closing time of school cafeteria change the cafeteria schedule so that all 
students can go there 
pollution community service for students who pollute 
the school 
 
 
lack of physical exercise 
more physical exercise (classes);  
improvement of the football pitch (changing 
the pitch);  
increase the gym and allow students to 
attend it;  
being allowed to swim in the pool 
scheduling the lunch have more days to schedule the meals in the 
online platform 
the amount of food served at lunch buffet lunch 
 
water infiltration in the classrooms 
 
have student trainees do some of the works 
that need to be done 
classroom cleaning  
 
 
more chairs and tables outside;  
have something more attractive on the 
classroom corridors; 
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more issues that arose from the 
students’ discussion 
change the floor of the building (slippery); 
change the entrance pathway; 
get more computers for the library; 
better organisation of administrative 
personnel. 
 
Table 14 - Question 2: What would you do if you could participate in the development of your school? 
 
 
Fig. 17 - Table made by the students – Question 2 (photo taken by the researcher) 
 
We transcribe here some of the dialogues they held: 
 
Dialogue 1 – the vending machines 
- “Here it says that we should have more vending machines down there.” 
- “This (“there”) probably means in the workshops.” 
- “Yes, because they don’t have any there. And when it rains, they need to come up 
here to get something and then go back.” 
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Fig. 18 – Photo taken by a student with the following comment: “There should be more vending machines 
near the classrooms down there.” 
 
Dialogue 2 – the satisfaction questionnaire that no one fills in 
- “Here is one about the canteen.” 
- “But there’s already a solution for that. If you go to the canteen, where you need to 
swipe the card, there is a holder with papers. The paper has a sad face, a smiley 
face and a happy face. It’s a paper where you write your name, email and 
suggestion.” 
Researcher: “Have you ever written anything there?” 
All the students: “No.” 
 
The canteen and what they eat was in fact one of the issues that students mentioned 
more frequently in their photos and comments and the nine students engaged in this 
session talked about it for a long time. Also, although there is a satisfaction questionnaire 
where students can make suggestions or complain about the canteen services and 
despite the students agree with what was mentioned on the photovoice activity, none of 
the students participating in this session had ever written anything about the subject. The 
researcher found it might be interesting to deepen this question in the next phase. 
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Dialogue 3 – garden tables and chairs 
- “I just remembered something. For example, in Spring or Summer, the garden 
tables.” 
- “And chairs.” 
- “There are few tables for the number of classes we got. I don’t know if anyone 
mentioned that, I don’t think so.” 
- “Yes, right near the terrace where the Portuguese teacher always breaks her heels 
(laughs). They should fix that too.” 
 
Tables and chairs were something that wasn’t mentioned in any comment or photo; 
however, students felt the need of expressing the lack of that outside furniture and of 
adding it to the table. The researcher had already noticed that all chairs and tables are 
occupied during breaks and students seem to enjoy being there on the outside when the 
weather allows it.  
 
Dialogue 4 – the classroom conditions 
- “This one talks about the entrance canopy and water infiltration in classrooms.” 
- “Water infiltration is not only in classrooms. Once the cleaning lady had to bring 
plastic canvas to put on the computers because it was raining in that room.” 
- “And the floor is slippery. Some people have already fallen.” 
  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 19 – Photo taken by a student with the following comment: “The 
entrance canopy is completely ruined, and this is right at our front 
door. And this is where students and teachers smoke when it’s 
raining.” 
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Classroom and school conditions were also greatly debated by the students, even about 
things that weren’t mentioned in any comment, such as the library computers or the 
poorly attractive corridors of the school. 
After finishing the table, the researcher asked if these issues could influence their school 
performance and how. Below are some of their answers. 
- “Well, if some of these issues were solved, we would complain less, for sure.” 
- “And because we have here carpentry classes and general painting classes, this 
could be a way to use those students’ skills.” 
- “Of course. They need to work and practice.” 
- “They could stay here and paint the classrooms.” 
(…) 
- “I heard that the cleaning staff is badly paid. If they are badly paid, people start 
feeling unmotivated, right?” 
- “But they need to do their job.” 
- “Yes, but if you come to work and don’t earn enough…” 
- “They need to come to work, they need to do their job.” 
- “Yes, but probably they do not do it right.” 
- “But it is not our fault.” 
- “Nor theirs.” 
 
Again, students’ answers diverted. One of the students seemed to be suggesting that if 
the school facilities had better conditions, they would be able to be more concentrated 
at school, while others suggested that students from technical courses could practice 
their skills by working on school facilities’ problems during their internship. Also, an 
interesting dialogue about the working conditions of the cleaning staff was held, some 
suggesting that they need to do better, while others understood why the cleaning service 
was not perfect. 
One of the students in this session was living in the school’s residence and mentioned 
some of the things that needed to be changed, such as the cleaning, air-conditioning or 
the roof when it is raining. 
Again, none of the suggestions made by the students concerned directly their learning 
process. However, they seemed to consider that school facilities do matter when it 
comes to school motivation and engagement. 
  
Findings| Inês Rodrigues 
 
175 
 
3. Analysing Question 3 
- Within your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue your 
studies? 
 
To expose what the photos and comments showed, students decided to do a different 
table: instead of indicating the frequency of response, the table showed a scale of 
importance from 1 to 5, being 1 the most important and 5 the least important topic. The 
ones that do not have a number are the ones the students in this session mentioned 
after analysing the photos and comments and are also not referred on them. 
 
 Engaging Disengaging  
4 Family support Public transport 1 
5 Hanging out with friends Schedule of public transport 2 
 People’s support Technology 3 
 Future career Dangerous pathways  
  Moving to another country  
 
Table 15 - Question 3: Within your community, what keeps you engaged (or not) to pursue your studies? 
 
 
Fig. 20 - Table made by the students – Question 3 (photo taken by the researcher) 
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The lack of public transport and the fact that the only bus line passing through the school 
entrance only comes every hour are something that students agreed that needed to be 
changed. 
- “The means of transport are a drawback for the school when we talk about the 
number of students we have. There could be more…” 
- “We have to get up very early to come to school. The bus only comes every hour.” 
They even provided some solutions, by saying: 
- “I think this school should have its own bus. It could pick us up at the underground 
station in the morning and takes back in the afternoon. Or some place near.” 
- “Yes, we have to walk all the way up when there’s no bus.” 
- “They (local authorities) should do something with the old train station. That could 
be a Metro station so that it could get to more people.” 
- “Yes, it already has the lines, that’s an advantage!” 
 
An interesting aspect that they mentioned was technology, which they placed in 3rd: 
- “I think technology should be the third topic, because people, even outside (school) 
are obsessed with… (student makes a gesture as if she was writing a message) 
and also when they are eating here.” 
- “I think so too.” 
- “Third. Less technology, please (student does a robotic voice and they all laugh).” 
 
This was the only time technology was mentioned and they all agreed that it should come 
in third. What was interesting was that while they were conducting this session, they all 
had their mobile phones with them and looked at them occasionally. However, they didn’t 
seem to see themselves as “obsessed” by technology, but they referred so to others. 
However, at the end of this session, while the researcher was closing it, two of the 
students were checking their phones and not paying attention to what was being said. 
Therefore, this is an issue worth exploring and will be approached during the next phase 
of the study. 
At the end of the session, when we were no longer recording, some students said that 
they had never thought they would like this activity so much. And continued by saying 
that if they were asked more often about their opinion, the school would improve, and 
they would come to school with more enthusiasm just because they knew someone was 
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listening to them. After listening to that, one cannot help thinking that when students are 
given the power to decide the kind of school they want or the kind of learning experience 
they want to have, they increase their self-confidence and their willingness to do more 
and do better. After being so reluctant and reserved in the beginning, they felt 
empowered by the experience gained and were able to speak openly with the 
researcher. 
Freire (2005) stated that “dialogue creates a critical attitude and as men apprehend a 
phenomenon or a problem, they also apprehend its casual links. The more accurately 
men grasp causality, the more critical their understanding of reality will be” (p. 39). 
Following this premise, this session helped students begin the third stage of Freire’s 
process of analysis in which students identify the issues, themes or theories that emerge, 
write down their stories and thoughts and become narrators of the process themselves. 
Here, they not only identified the problems arising from the photos, but also told personal 
experiences and discussed possible solutions that, according to their point of view, would 
be easy to put into practice. 
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Phase 4: Focus Group: Dialogue and in-depth reflection 
 
 
After transcribing the session of phase 3, the researcher felt the need to talk to the same 
students again and clarify some questions that had emerged. The students were then 
invited to participate in a focus group discussion involving the same nine participants. 
This session was held in January 2017 and lasted one hour and twenty minutes. Five of 
the initial questions to discuss concerned things that they had discussed previously in 
the other session and two were about their own disengagement experience and their 
perception of the course they were now attending. The questions can be found on 
Appendix III and transcripts on Appendix VII. 
First, we began by reading and re-reading the transcription as well as listening to it to 
get a general understanding of what the students were talking about. Then, we divided 
the text into meaning units and formulated codes and grouped them into categories, 
using Bardin’s content analysis method. We did not use any software to analyse the data.  
Although having access to qualitative analysis software can be very helpful in organising 
and retrieving analysed data, a computer does not analyse the data. As Jennings (2007) 
has stated, it is peopleware, not software, that analyses it. 
We will go through each question and discuss how students felt and reacted about them. 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
Fig. 21 – Students in the focus group (photo taken by the researcher) 
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Question 1: In the previous session you mentioned that one of the main engaging 
factors to be at school was being with your friends. Why do you think this is so 
important? 
 
Students did not talk much about this subject. Only four students said something about 
this issue and it almost felt like they were finishing each other’s sentences. They all 
nodded in agreement to every sentence spoken. 
- “Because it is one of the things that motivates us. Our classmates are our support. 
- We spend a lot of time together; we are like a family. 
- Exactly. 
- If we feel well in our classroom and with our classmates, I think everything will turn 
out alright in class… 
- … if we support each other.” 
 
 
 
Comment: I enjoy spending my time with my friends here. 
 
 
 
 
 
Comment: This is my boyfriend. He is one of the reasons I 
am studying here. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 22 and 23 – Photovoice pictures representing classmates and friends 
 
Family, friends and support were words often used by students in their photovoice 
activity. In fact, they are mentioned 14 times by students in their comments. We have 
already mentioned the fact that some researchers discuss that the strength of students’ 
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connections to their peers and adults as well as to the overall school climate has a 
significant impact on the academic investment of at-risk students (Lange & Sletten 2002, 
p.11) and the testimonies of these students reflect exactly this. 
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Question 2: One of the major disengaging factors are issues concerning meals 
and food served at school. There were even several improvement suggestions 
about this. How does your eating influence your performance in class?  
 
This question ignited a discussion that began in food issues and spread to other subjects. 
- “We can’t work when we’re hungry, right? (all students laughed) 
- She’s right. They5 pay for our meals. A lot of students probably couldn’t afford to 
pay one and they have offered some help. 
- Also, there are people who want more, but they can’t give you more because there 
are more people there to eat.”6 
 
 
Comment: This school offers several options for 
lunch. It is one of the factors that motivates me 
to study, because meals are very good, and they 
are like fuel to our day-to-day study. 
 
 
 
Comment: It’s a shame that they took the 
“option” out of the menu. It was the meal I ate 
the most. 
 
    
Fig. 24 and 25 – Photovoice pictures representing the menu at the canteen 
 
From this subject they went on speaking about other issues that were concerning them. 
                                                          
5 The student is referring to the school. As we already explained, these courses are funded by the European Union, 
therefore, students attending them do not pay for books, meals, transport to school nor housing (if applicable). 
6 The student is referring to foreign students. These students are not qualified to receive the same support as 
nationals, according to EU rules; however, the school ensures that they also receive a free meal as all the others.  
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Sports: 
- “We are lacking some activities, activities with other classes, stuff like that. 
- More sports. 
- More entertainment. 
- That would improve things. 
- For example, sports classes should last longer. We only had 6 classes last year. 
- Yes, in the entire school year. It’s not much. 
- Like us, for example. In our course (administration) we are always sitting, we don’t 
move a lot, I think sports would be… 
- We should have it the whole year!” 
 
 
 
Comment:  The football pitch should have better conditions. 
It is small and the floor is slippery. 
   
 
 
 
Comment: If I could change something in my school, it would 
be the football pitch because in winter we can’t practice 
sports because of the weather. I think a new gym would 
solve this problem. 
 
 
 
Fig. 26 and 27 – Photovoice pictures representing the sports playground 
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Outside space: 
- “They should take advantage of the outside space and do more things apart from 
classes.  
- And improve the car park.  
- Yes, it’s only sand and gravel and it damages the cars. 
- Take the gravel and put earth or big stones.” 
(…) 
- “But what they really should change are the pavements. They have been doing 
pavements on the lawn and now it’s a swamp.  
- And we are not the only ones to complain. Our Portuguese teacher has ruined her 
shoes there!” (they all laughed). 
 
 
 
 
Comment: The whole school is very nice. 
 
 
 
 
 
Comment: I suggest doing some works on the 
path near the entrance because it is irregular. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 28 and 29 – Photovoice pictures representing the outside space of the school 
 
Students felt that the outside space should be changed, and we consider it to be a 
positive response, it means that they feel the space as their own and have a sense of 
belonging towards the school. 
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Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: Food as a disengaging factor 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
When we are hungry, we do not work properly. Hunger  
 
 
The importance of 
food 
They pay for our meals. A lot of students 
probably couldn’t afford to pay one and they 
have offered some help. 
Paid meals 
The “option” was unnecessary and unhealthy. Unnecessary and 
unhealthy food 
Some people want more food, but they can’t 
give it because there are more people to eat. 
Not enough food 
 
Table 16 – Content Analysis on question 2. 
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Question 3: Within your community, you mentioned the means of transport as the 
main disengaging factor, as well as technology. Does technology motivate you or 
not? Is it an engaging or disengaging factor? 
This time, students began talking immediately and at the same time, mentioning the 
positive and negative points of technology. The researcher had to intervene, so that 
students would talk at a time. 
-  “Technology helps us positively; it helps us with our researches for school works 
and such. 
-  “Sometimes we are very tired, and we start looking at the time, then going to 
messages… 
- I play. Because I am sick and tired of having classes. It’s always, always the same 
thing. 
(…) 
- “The mobile phone is a distraction for many people. 
- But each one of us must take care of himself. 
- Yes, but does the mobile phone take care of you? No, it is a mean to move us 
away from reality. There are people who spend the whole day on a computer and 
don’t live their life. They don’t go out, don’t have fun, don’t do this and that. Even 
when travelling in the underground! There are people who can’t stay away from 
their mobile phones for just one second!” 
 
We could sense, on one hand, that students understood that using mobile phones may 
have advantages and can be entertaining; on the other hand, they felt they may also be 
an addictive item that brings consequences to its users when we talk about interaction 
and socialisation. The researcher then asked students what they used their mobile 
phones for in classes and whether it was interfering with their school performance or not. 
Here are their answers: 
- “I use it when I’m tired and bored. 
- To send messages. 
- To check the time. And we listen to music. 
- To play. Sometimes we are in class and we are playing. And someone says, “have 
you got a strawberry pie?” (everyone laughs) 
(…) 
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- “But it is only for 5 minutes, then we look at what we are learning again, and we 
can think better. 
- It’s a way to relax.” 
- I feel disoriented when I forget it at home. I am always looking at the time. 
- I get worried when it happens, because if something happens, no one can reach 
me.” 
 
Students acknowledged that it is not right to use mobile phones in class for non-
pedagogical activities, but they also referred feeling nervous, disoriented and 
preoccupied if they didn’t have it with them. When we look at the content analysis, we 
could notice that only once did they refer a positive aspect of technology. Every other 
reference they make point to the fact that technology may be a disengaging factor, since 
students resort to their phones when they feel tired or bored, distracting them from what 
is happening in class. 
They suggested stopping the class and talking with teachers about something else for 5 
minutes, after which they would continue doing what they were doing. It is a strategy 
that, according to them, would make them pay more attention to class. 
 
- “If we stopped for five minutes, then we would look at the school content in 
another way. 
- It would be a way to relax for a few minutes.” 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: technology as an engaging or disengaging factor 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
Technology helps us positively; it helps us with 
our researches for school works and such. 
Technology is 
positive 
Technology is 
engaging 
Sometimes we have a class in a computer 
room and there’s no Internet, we can’t work. 
Bad Internet 
connection 
 
 
 
Technology is 
disengaging 
 
 
I don’t think technology influences us. Influence of 
technology 
We are always learning and learning. And 
sometimes we get tired and we start looking at 
the time, then going to messages. 
Technology as a 
distraction 
I play. Because I am sick and tired of having 
classes. It’s always, always the same thing. 
Technology as a 
distraction 
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The mobile phone is a distraction for many 
people. 
Technology as a 
distraction 
 
 
 
 
 
Technology is 
disengaging 
There are people who spend the whole day on 
a computer and don’t live their life. They don’t 
go out, don’t have fun, don’t do this and that. 
Technology 
addiction 
There are people who can’t stay away from 
their mobile phones for just one second. 
Technology 
addiction 
The mobile phone is considered a distraction 
for many people. 
Technology as a 
distraction 
I use the phone when I’m tired and bored. Technology as a 
distraction 
I use it (the phone) to send messages in class. Technology as a 
distraction 
Sometimes we are in a class and we are 
playing. 
Technology as a 
distraction 
I feel disoriented when I forget it at home. Technology 
addiction 
 
Table 17 – Content Analysis on question 3. 
 
 
 
Comment: I would create a direct line from 
Matosinhos to S. Pedro de Avioso. 
 
 
 
 
Comment: It takes me too long to get to school 
because I have to catch two metros and a bus. 
 
 
 
Fig. 30 and 31 – Photovoice pictures representing public transports 
 
Findings| Inês Rodrigues 
 
188 
 
Despite the use of technology, what disengages students the most are public transports 
or the lack of them. Many students need to walk 30 minutes from the Metro station 
because buses only run every hour. Mobility is an issue that concerns students and they 
said that if there were more buses, the school would have more students. Although it 
was not very mentioned in this phase, it was very clear in the phase before. 
 
  
Findings| Inês Rodrigues 
 
189 
 
Question 4: On the other hand, you referred that your family’s support is important 
for you school path. However, there are students studying here who don’t have 
their relatives close. What level of importance do you give to your family? 
Students started speaking immediately. 
- “A lot. 
- Everything. 
- I am usually here during the week. When it’s Friday and I know I am going home 
to be with my mother, that day goes well. It helps a lot. And even when we have 
problems, here in class or so, going home and being able to speak with our 
mothers or fathers, knowing that I have that support… 
- They are my motivation. 
- They are my cornerstone, the beginning of everything.” 
The researcher asked a student from São Tomé and Prince, who is living at the school’s 
residence, what it is like for her, since she doesn’t meet her parents so often. 
- “They want to know everything. I talk to them occasionally, when I can because 
the Internet there is not as great as here. I usually talk to my mother on Viber, but 
I must call my father because he doesn’t have a smartphone. Every time I call, he 
asks - When are you coming back?” 
 
We have already referred to the report of the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
published in 2009, which suggests that students can experience a range of pull and push 
factors out of the school settings that may promote disengagement from schooling and 
that they face a range of personal and situational barriers to participating and remaining 
engaged in learning after the age of 16. Sometimes this is not a choice made by them, 
but by a number of community and parental factors.  
The fact that all students agreed that their family support was important and even crucial 
for some of them to pursue their studies, is a manifestation of the importance of having 
their parents’ support at home as an engaging factor for these students. As Zyngier 
(2007) and Balfanz, Herzog & Mac Iver (2007) stated, parent engagement is most often 
reported as a necessary factor for a student to be successful in school. 
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Comment: My parents are the ones who motivate me 
to study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Comment: My motivation is my father because I have learnt 
everything about construction building with him. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 32 and 33 – Photovoice pictures representing the importance of parents’ support 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: How important family is 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
Family is very important. Family is important  
 
 
Family is supportive 
towards school 
When I know I am meeting my mother, 
the rest of the day goes well. 
The day goes well 
We have someone to talk to when we 
have a problem. 
We can talk to our family 
They want to know everything. Family cares 
They are my motivation. Family motivates 
They are my cornerstone, the beginning 
of everything. 
Family is essential 
My parents are not “disconnected”. Family cares 
Table 18 – Content Analysis on question 4. 
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Question 5: At any time did you mention learning practices or activities inside the 
classrooms. You mentioned some of your teachers’ performances, but you never 
talked about what you do in class. Why is that? When you think about students’ 
engagement, how do you see your learning and the activities that you do? 
 
One of the things noticed in the data students collected and, in their analysis, is that no 
one took a picture or had mentioned the activities inside the classroom. They analysed 
teachers’ performance and assured to point out the good qualities of their teachers, but 
neither the methodology nor the activities conducted was approached. We wanted to 
know why, but again they started by avoiding the question. The students paused before 
talking about this. It seemed like they were trying to find the proper words to express 
themselves. A student started by saying: 
- “Well, I think there’s not much to say. Only about classrooms, for example, 
classrooms need to be changed. 
- Not changed, renovated. 
- There are rooms where it rains inside, they need to use buckets.” 
The researcher insisted: “You continue to focus on the physical aspect of my question. 
What about the pedagogical aspect of it? You have mentioned neither a positive nor a 
negative aspect.” 
- “That’s because everything is ok, otherwise… (student shrugged the shoulders and 
did not finish the sentence). 
- Or, depending on the classes, teachers could choose to give more practical 
classes, I don’t know how to explain… 
- Yes, in the middle of a class do other activities that have to do with the subject or 
not… 
- And not having classes for so long, we could do and internship in-between. 
- And some subjects are more important for us than others, for the companies, for 
the outside (world), so these should have more hours than the others that are less 
interesting.” 
(…) 
- “Sometimes a teacher asks us something (that has nothing to do with the class) 
and we stop to talk for a while. 
- Yes, not for a long time, but a bit. That’s good. 
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- Yes, we practically don’t discuss anything, but sometimes we discuss the news or 
what teachers like doing when they are not at school…” 
 
After being reluctant to speak, the students started talking not entirely about classes, but 
about how the organisation of the course could be changed, namely the internship and 
the number of hours that each subject had. They also referred the fact that they fill in a 
report about every teacher at the end of the year, which is given to the class coordinator. 
On this report – which has a scale from 1 to 5 for some questions and an open question 
at the end - they are allowed to write their opinion about their teacher’s performance and 
activities; however, it is not mandatory to fill it all in. A student stated:  
 
- “I have never written on that little square there, and sometimes I regret it.” 
 
Students do have an opinion about their teachers, but they do not write anything on the 
report, neither positive nor negative. They have named teachers that have helped them 
during their learning process, however, they haven’t written positive remarks on them 
either. Therefore, students do have an opinion but when they are asked to express it, 
they don’t comply. 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: Students’ and class activities 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
There’s not much to say. Only about 
classrooms, for example, classrooms 
need to be changed. 
Classrooms need to 
be changed 
 
School facilities have 
poor conditions 
There are rooms where it rains inside, 
they need to use buckets. 
It rains in the 
classroom 
The computer rooms and the library 
need to be fixed. 
Some rooms need to 
be fixed 
Teachers could choose to give more 
practical classes. 
Have more practical 
classes 
 
More activities and 
practical classes In the middle of a class do other 
activities that have to do with the 
subject or not. 
Do other activities 
And not having classes for so long Classes last too long Classes and 
internship in the same 
year 
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And some subjects are more 
important for us than others, for the 
companies (…), so these should have 
more hours than the others that are 
less interesting. 
More hours for the 
most important 
subjects 
Change the 
organisation of the 
subjects 
We could do and internship in-
between. 
Do an internship 
between classes 
Classes and 
internship in the same 
year 
We should have a proper 
accountancy teacher. 
Teacher is not good Quality of teachers 
We should have more dynamic 
classes. Otherwise it’s only listen, do 
exercises, listen, do exercises, but we 
don’t really practice. 
More dynamic 
classes 
 
More activities and 
practical classes 
Teacher A was good and teacher B 
as well. No one had negative grades. 
Good teachers Quality of teachers 
 
Table 19 – Content Analysis on question 5. 
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Question 6: Almost every one of you have dropped out of school or failed a school 
year before enrolling in this school. What led you to do that? Could you tell your 
experience? Is there any difference between then and your current situation? 
Students were reluctant to talk. The oldest student of the group, who was 26 at the time, 
started talking about her experience. Here are their testimonies of their previous 
experiences at school. 
- “I wanted to work, I was tired of being at school. So, I waited for the right time. I 
came back to school when I was 25. When I dropped out of school, I didn’t have 
any patience. I was 18 at the time. I had already failed the 9th.”  
- “I never dropped out.” 
- “I dropped out when I finished the 9th grade. I started the 10th grade in a computer 
programming course but I was programming until 3 in the morning and had to get 
up early. I started feeling depressed because of that and quit. Sometimes they 
would ask us to do a programme for the next day and that was complicated. 
Sometimes one dot (.) or a wrong sign would ruin everything, and I had to be awake 
all night to fix it. It was too demanding. Then I quit. I had to quit.” 
- “I never dropped out, but I failed my 2nd year because my mother was in the 
hospital. And then I failed again because of the bad companies I had. They 
distracted me. It was in my 7th grade.” 
- “I failed in my 5th grade. I didn’t care about school. I had many problems before 
and had gone through some situations…Those weren’t good situations. Then I 
failed the year because I didn’t care about anything. I was a kid.” (The researcher 
asked if those situations happened at school.) “Yes, with some classmates. And 
then I went to another school where I ended up opening my eyes.” 
- “I never failed but I dropped out of a computer course. I was 17. I was already in 
the 12th grade, I only had two subjects to do and the PAF7, but I didn’t have the 
help that I needed to finish it. I only had male teachers and they treated me and 
my colleague differently. We were both the only girls in that class. They gave the 
boys everything. But when we asked for some help, we were treated as dumbs. I 
had enough of that. So, I decided to start over and came here. And I like what I am 
doing.” 
- “I failed in my 11th grade. There we no conditions! (everyone laughed). My class 
was terrible we were always switching teachers. I switched six times of English 
                                                          
7 PAF stands for Prova de Aptidão Final. It is a final written, oral or practical exam before an external jury 
of the area of expertise of the course students are attending.  
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teacher and three of Psychology teacher. There were no conditions. So, I failed 
the year. I was in a regular school and my parents decided to enrol me in another 
school, otherwise…” 
- “The first time I came here, I wanted to quit. That same day. I was always nervous, 
always talking with the director, with the coordinator. Because I didn’t want to come 
here in the first place. When I came, I knew I was coming to Porto but not to a 
vocational school. I though, and my parents thought, that I was going to attend a 
regular school. So, I talked to my parents and I decided to come. In São Tomé 
there aren’t many universities. I like learning new things. I like studying. And this 
could be a unique opportunity for me.” (The researcher asked why she wanted to 
give up this school). Because this wasn’t what I wanted. I thought it was a regular 
school. We don’t have vocational schools there. And it wasn’t the field I wanted. 
And I regretted it at first. Then I started learning things I had never learnt, doing 
thing things I had never done before, and now I have no regrets. I lost one year in 
the process, but I have no regrets now.” 
 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: reasons for disengaging or dropping out of school 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
I wanted to work. I was tired of being 
at school. 
Student didn’t enjoy 
being at school 
anymore and wanted 
to work 
Lack of interest of 
school and wanting to 
work as disengaging 
factors 
I waited for the right time to come back 
to school. 
Students came back 
to school when it felt 
right 
Age and maturity as 
engaging factors 
I was programming until 3 in the 
morning and had to get up early. I 
started feeling depressed because of 
that and quit. 
The course was tiring 
and provoked 
depression 
The pressure of the 
course as a 
disengaging factor 
Sometimes one dot (.) or a wrong sign 
would ruin everything, and I had to be 
awake all night to fix it. It was too 
demanding. Then I quit. I had to quit. 
The course was 
demanding and it led 
to dropout 
The course demand 
as an disengaging 
factor 
I never dropped out, but I failed my 2nd 
year because my mother was in the 
hospital. 
The mother’s disease 
led to the students’ 
dropout 
A relative’s disease 
as a disengaging 
factor 
I failed again because of the bad 
companies I had. They distracted me. 
Colleagues at school 
were a distraction 
Colleagues as a 
disengaging factor 
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I failed in my 5th grade. I didn’t care 
about school. 
Students didn’t care 
about school  
Lack of interest of 
school  
I was already in the 12th grade, I only 
had two subjects to do and the PAF, 
but I didn’t have the help that I needed 
to finish it. 
Teachers did not help 
with the class tasks 
Teachers were not 
helpful 
I only had male teachers and they 
treated me and my female colleague 
differently. 
Male teachers 
treated the female 
students differently 
Different treatment 
from teachers 
They gave the boys everything. But 
when we asked for some help, we 
were treated as dumbs. I had enough 
of that. 
Male teachers 
treated the female 
students differently 
Different treatment 
from teachers 
My class was terrible we were always 
switching teachers. I switched six 
times of English teacher and three of 
Psychology teacher. There were no 
conditions. So, I failed the year. 
 
High mobility of 
teachers led to 
disengagement 
 
High mobility of 
teachers 
The first time I came here, I wanted to 
quit. That same day. I was always 
nervous, always talking with the 
director, with the coordinator. 
Because I didn’t want to come here in 
the first place. 
Student didn’t want to 
attend a vocational 
course 
Prejudice towards the 
VET system 
I like learning new things. I like 
studying. And this (the vocational 
school) could be a unique opportunity 
for me. 
Vocational school 
can be a good 
opportunity of 
learning 
VET school is a good 
opportunity 
I lost one year in the process (coming 
to this school), but I have no regrets 
now. 
Student doesn’t 
regret attending a 
vocational course 
No regrets attending a 
VET school 
 
Table 20 – Content Analysis on question 6. 
 
When we came to this question about their own disengagement process, first there was 
a silence and then one of the students started talking. Their enthusiasm with this question 
decreased, which appears to suggest that they were not very keen on speaking about 
themselves and their particular situation. Although they all spoke about their 
disengagement process and dropouts, they managed to draw the attention to other 
situations rather than their own in the middle of their speech or not to speak openly about 
some things.  
Pressure and course demand were disengaging factors for these students. The case of 
a student who spoke about teachers who were unwilling to help and treated her and her 
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colleague differently from the male students, relates to what Grønberg (2013) argues: 
that engagement is linked to the students' relationship to the teachers and to the subject 
learned and the way it is positioned in a cultural context. She claims that teachers 
unintentionally contribute to legitimizing disengagement through their actions, reactions 
and pedagogical strategies. 
Nevertheless, they all had different stories to tell, from unhelpful teachers to the illness 
of a parent, from bad friendships to being tired of school and wanting to work, from 
demanding subjects to bullying. They all shared different stories, no story was alike, 
meaning that this is a very complex question with many variables to i
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Question 7: You have done an internship and have had some experience by 
working at a company. Do you feel there is any difference on your perception of 
this course and your school path now, when compared to when you began your 
studies in this type of schooling? 
- “Yes. I have had other (working) experiences besides our internship, but not on 
this area. And this was an added value. Because we can now, in our 3rd year, 
understand and apply things that we have learnt in our internship. 
- And we have learnt new things there, that we can talk here in class. It’s different 
now. 
- I had a different vision of what life is. A darker one. (Everyone laughed. The 
researcher asked the student to elaborate.) Because of the employer and the 
employees! And because we know that we have to be here, from x hours until z 
hours, and we know we can’t miss classes, we do breaks, we have lunch, we have 
school holidays. But not there. There (at the company) we have to obey. It’s 
something different. It has to be, that has to be. 
- And here we say - “Teacher, I’m hungry!”- we can’t say that there! 
- Yes, and when we’re tired, we just check our phone, lay our head, take something 
out of the backpack. But not there! We are always doing something there. We have 
to pay attention. Because we look at what the others are doing but they also check 
what we are doing.” 
 
Students seemed to understand the responsibilities that the internship brought on them 
and how demanding it was when compared to classes at school. They behaved 
differently there, and they understood how useful their course and what they were 
studying at school was. They even suggested some changes: 
- “The biggest mistake is that we don’t go to our internships in our first year.8 (…) 
After five or six months we start forgetting things. And most of the times we don’t 
use what we learn here. They (companies) want different things like Excel. And we 
learn it there. It would be more useful if we did three internships of three months 
each, instead of doing four plus five. 
                                                          
8 Students must do an internship in a company. It is up to each school to decide where they go and when 
they go. There are schools that decide to do four days of school and one day of internship per week, others 
only at the end of the third years, or divided by the three years of course. In this case, students do a 3-
months internship at the end of the second year and a 4-months internship at the end of the third year. 
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- I agree. Even if we don’t feel prepared, they will teach us. We should start in our 
first year. 
- We would come back with another perspective of things, other thoughts.” 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: perceptions of the course and the school path after the 
internship 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
This was an added value. Because we 
can now, in our 3rd year, understand and 
apply things that we have learnt in our 
internship. 
Students learn new 
things during the 
internship that apply 
at school 
The internship as a 
learning place 
We have learnt new things there that we 
can talk here in class. 
Students learn new 
things during the 
internship and talk 
about them at school 
The internship as a 
learning place 
I had a different vision of what life is. A 
darker one. 
Real life is not as 
students imagined 
The perception of 
what real life is 
There (at the company) we have to obey. 
It’s something different. It has to be, that 
has to be. 
Students need to 
follow some rules 
Professional rules 
to follow 
We are always doing something there. 
We have to pay attention. Because we 
look at what the others are doing but they 
also check what we are doing. 
Students are always 
occupied with work 
and feel pressure 
from other workers 
The internship as a 
learning place 
The biggest mistake is that we don’t go 
to our internships in our first year. 
Internship should 
begin in the first 
year 
Suggestion to 
improve the course 
organisation 
It would be more useful if we did three 
internships of three months each, 
instead of doing four plus five. 
Students should do 
internships every 
school year 
Suggestion to 
improve the course 
organisation 
Even if we don’t feel prepared, they will 
teach us. We should start in our first 
year. 
Internship should 
begin in the first 
year 
Suggestion to 
improve the course 
organisation 
We would come back with another 
perspective of things, other thoughts. 
Internship should 
begin in the first 
year and students 
would be more 
prepared 
Suggestion to 
improve the course 
organisation 
When we go to a company, sometimes 
we don’t apply what we learn here. They 
want other things. 
What students learn 
at school 
sometimes is not 
Course contents do 
not match 
companies’ 
requirements 
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what companies 
require 
If we had done the internship right after 
our first year, we would begin the second 
year with another attitude, behaviour, 
and thinking. 
Internship should 
begin in the first 
year 
Suggestion to 
improve the course 
organisation 
I wouldn’t feel prepared (beginning 
internship in the first year). I think a lot of 
people wouldn’t either, but then again, 
we will never be prepared. 
Students never feel 
prepared to begin 
internship 
Lack of maturity 
may inhibit the 
internship in the 
first year 
 
Table 21 – Content Analysis on question 7. 
 
They all agreed that the number of hours of internship should be accomplished 
throughout the 3 years of course, starting the first year, except for one student who stated 
she didn’t feel prepared. This particular student was the youngest of the group (16 years), 
which may explain her resistance in attending the internship so early.  Although some 
feel they are not prepared for the task, they believe that they will benefit from this 
experience and that it could change their perspective on the course, and it would be a 
step forward to succeed at school. 
At the end of the session the researcher asked what their perspectives for the future 
were. Three of them said they would like to continue studying, but they wanted to work 
at the same time; four students would like to leave the country to work; one would like to 
go to university; and only one student didn’t have any thoughts on that matter. 
Students felt more at ease and debated the first five questions with enthusiasm. One 
could notice that they had talked about the questions among themselves outside the 
school sphere and even suggested more improvement measures and solutions for the 
problems they had debated. From this focus group, we highlight the reference to family 
support as one of the most engaging factors.   
 
We summarised in the following table the engaging and disengaging factors mentioned 
in this phase: 
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 Engaging Factors 
1. Family support 
2. Friends/classmates support 
3. Academic progression 
4. Good teachers 
5. Internship  
6.  Perspective of a better future 
 
Table 22 – Engaging factors from students’ perspective. 
 
 Disengaging Factors 
1. School was too demanding 
2. A parent’s disease  
3. Bullying from peers 
4. Being away from home 
5. Teachers’ mobility 
6. No help from teachers to overcome difficulties 
7. Expositive classes 
8. School facilities 
9. Technology can be distracting 
10. Few means of transport and their schedule  
 
Table 23 – Disengaging factors from students’ perspective. 
 
Also, students made some suggestions to improve their school and the way they learn, 
believing that it would be more motivating and engaging to work in a different 
environment and doing different activities.  
During this phase and the previous one, students make many suggestions of 
improvement. We summarised in the following table students’ suggestions according to 
the themes they have discussed: 
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Themes 
 
Suggestions 
 
 
School activities 
doing more activities at school and with other classes, such as sport 
activities or field trips 
having sport classes during the entire course, and not only for a few 
classes in one year 
 
Class activities 
having more practical and dynamic classes and more hours for the 
subjects they need the most; 
Teachers should be more motivating 
 
 
 
School facilities 
having more chairs and tables outside, so that they can sit and enjoy 
their breaks or free time 
Improve the service at the canteen, changing its schedule and 
having other meal options 
taking advantage of the space the school has, in order to do other 
activities even after classes and have some students from specific 
courses do some work in the school to practise and improve 
school’s conditions 
improving the school’s car park and changing the outside floor 
renovating the classrooms and having new computer equipment in 
the library and the computer rooms 
improving the wireless connection and having more than one 
person in charge of the internet connection of the school (there is 
only one) 
 
 
Internship 
The internship should be divided in three moments, one for each 
year of the course, and not only for the second and third. Students 
believe they will grow and have a different perspective about the 
course if they do an internship in the first year, thus engaging them 
in the subjects and improving their results. 
The tasks of the internship should be revised, so that the contents 
of the course match the requirements of the companies and vice 
versa. 
 
Table 24 – Students’ suggestions that may help them in their learning path. 
 
Despite an apparent absence of critical thinking about what happens inside the 
classroom, they expressed ideas and guidelines to change and improve the way they 
are learning and being taught. They clearly suggested a change in the course curriculum 
and strategies that teachers could use in the classroom. In this way students are raising 
the matter that teaching and learning can be and should be conceived as a shared task 
in education. And, in doing so, students are asking for a more relevant and dialogic role 
in education assuming their responsibility in it as active subjects. 
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The fact that they suggest more activities beyond classes relates to what Fullarton (2002) 
argued, that such participation in extracurricular activities is related to the development 
of a sense of “belonging” that in turn promotes a sense of “self-worth” and a decrease in 
dropping out, particularly with students at highest risk. 
Moreover, the teaching staff, the school's resources, its teaching and general processes 
and practices taken together make up a school framework that can favour a student to 
engage or, on the contrary, disengage from school. The disrespect for students’ own 
pedagogical preferences, goals and contributions, demonstrated through boring and 
sterile learning environments may lead to student disengagement from education 
(Carrington, Bland, Spooner-Lane & White, 2012). Taking their suggestions into account 
may favour their engagement in school and their academic success. 
The questions the researchers asked were broaden enough for students to answer freely 
as they pleased, and it was with some surprise that their answers related mostly to other 
issues rather than the curriculum. Their answers and suggestions were more inclined 
towards more peripheral aspects related to non-academic spaces and aspects that 
would improve living in school with others, which is in line with the remarks made by 
Sucinos and Haya (2014). 
Conducting a focus group and being its moderator is not easy, mainly when we have an 
heterogenous group to manage as the one we had. In developing this activity all 
participants knew each other from school which, at first, may be an advantage. However, 
it wasn’t always like that. While some students were eager to share their experience and 
might have felt more comfortable to talk openly with people they already knew, others 
have felt exactly the opposite. We noticed that when they were talking about school life, 
they all talked openly; however, when the question was about their own disengagement 
and their experience prior to that school, some did not feel comfortable to share it. This 
means that for some, not knowing the other participants may be a facilitator for a free 
dialogue, especially when the discussion concerns sensitive issues. But for others, it 
might be easier to talk about those issues with familiar faces.  
Also, it was difficult for students to analyse classroom matters and ways of improving 
them. We could notice that they were not eager to adopt a critical attitude around that 
question. This could be related to the lack of experience and interest about students 
thinking, as they denounced at the beginning of the research. Students are not used to 
reflect on pedagogical matters and, they can feel they have no authority to do this. In any 
case, the increasing of student empowerment was clear in this phase, and it showed 
how gradually students were engaged in a process oriented to action.  
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“Education and training are important for the development of any society.” 
Amílcar Rodrigues, School Director of CICCOPN 
 
 
Phase 5: Interviews with teachers and school director 
 
5.1 Interviews with teachers 
 
After working with the students, the researcher engaged the fifth phase, interviewing 
teachers and the school director. Semi-structured interviews were conducted for this 
purpose. Three teachers had to be chosen, one from the social-cultural area (Portuguese 
Language), one from the scientific area (Physics and Chemistry) and one from the 
technical area (Topography) of the courses. In order to do this, the researcher sent an 
email to the teachers explaining the aim of the research and asking for collaboration for 
an interview. The first three teachers who answered the email were the ones chosen. 
As we already explained, when designing an interview guideline, it is essential to ask 
questions that are likely to obtain as much information about the study phenomenon as 
possible and be able to address the aims and objectives of the research. Therefore, to 
perform this phase an interview guideline was previously developed, considering the 
information gathered in the previous phases with the students.  
Although other questions arose while conducting the interviews, this guideline of the 
teachers’ interview (appendix IV) included the following questions:  
1. Getting to know teachers’ thoughts on Vocational Education 
- What is the importance of Vocational Education in today’s context? 
- What are the main differences from other educational systems? 
2. What they sensed about the process of students’ disengagement  
- According to your experience, why do students disengage from schools? 
- How can teachers/schools help their students solve some of these disengaging 
situations? 
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3. Reflect on their own teaching and leadership performances towards the goals of the 
vocational courses 
- What sort of relationship do you establish with the students? 
- As a teacher, what strategies and methodologies may engage students? 
- Do you believe that more practical classes could have some influence on 
students? 
- What is your opinion on the use of technological devices in classroom? 
- Could you provide an example of a class you have given where the students felt 
motivated and one, they didn’t feel motivated? 
 
The teachers’ interviews lasted between 15 to 40 minutes each and were recorded in 
audio. From the three teachers who agreed to do this interview, two were quite brief in 
their answers. We believe this is connected to their personal and professional features: 
Physics, Chemistry and Topography are scientific and technical areas linked to detailed 
and precise matters, while Languages are broadening fields where people usually need 
to express themselves orally. We believe this is the reason why the first two interviews 
lasted 15 and 16 minutes and the third interview lasted 30 minutes. 
To analyse teacher’s interviews, we used Bardin’s content analysis method, identifying 
meaning units and dividing them into codes and categories, as in the previous phase. 
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1.Getting to know teachers’ thoughts on Vocational Education 
 
All teachers considered that Vocational Education is an important piece of the 
educational system and should be more recognised and supported, mainly because it is 
a system of dual certification, where the students acquire skills for a job, get recognition 
and certification for it and are better prepared for the job they were learning. One of the 
teachers referred to her own experience: 
- “When I finished the 12th grade, I didn’t have any skills, I had general knowledge in 
a certain area, but I did not have skills for any job. In this sense, Vocational 
Education allows students to finish the 12th grade and to be prepared for a job. This 
brings them closer to the labour market.” 
 
They believe the greatest advantage of this type of course is that the curricula of the 
different subjects are aimed at preparing students for a specific job and do not deal with 
generalisations: 
- “It prepares them straight for a job, being able to frame different themes for that 
job.” 
- “In regular schools everything is general; in vocational schools everything is 
adapted to the labour market demands.” 
 
But the teachers also mentioned some weaknesses of this system. They believe that it 
lacks efficiency in the organisation of these courses and that there isn’t any platform for 
teachers to share the experience they have gathered and learn about other teachers’ 
strategies: 
- “The structure is not organised and we, who work in this type of education, need a 
place where we can share our experience, which I believe is essential to have an 
integrated curriculum between the different knowledge areas.” 
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Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: perceptions of vocational education 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
Vocational Education allows students to 
finish the 12th grade and to be prepared 
for a job. This brings them closer to the 
labour market. 
 
 
 
 
VE prepares 
students for the 
labour market 
 
 
 
 
VE as preparation 
for the labour 
market 
It prepares them straight for a job, being 
able to frame different themes for that 
job. 
In regular schools everything is general; 
in vocational schools everything is 
adapted to the labour market demands. 
Students practice what they learn with 
real problems, situations they will face in 
the real world. 
The structure is not organised. VE’s structure is not 
organised 
Lack of 
organisation of the 
system 
 
Table 25 – Content analysis: Teachers’ perceptions of Vocational Education. 
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2.What do teachers’ sense about the process of students’ disengagement? 
  
The teachers believed that students come from other schools already with low self-
esteem and feeling unmotivated. Moreover, they also mentioned the fact that sometimes 
students’ expectations may be frustrated when they come to this vocational school and 
experience the same type of learning as in regular schools. 
- “When they arrive here, they already feel unmotivated because of their experience 
in regular schools.”  
- “Well, they expect this to be more practical and dynamic, however, most of the 
times, it is not.” 
- “The fact that sometimes we use the same methodology as regular schools makes 
them feel unsettled and it may be a disengaging factor because they didn’t find 
here a different way to be at school.” 
 
Without being asked about, the teachers also listed some of the things that might help 
students get into track again, for example, practical activities, flexible curriculum, the 
stability of the teaching staff and their working conditions: 
- “I think that there should be more activities linked to the job they are acquiring skills 
for, but right from the beginning, when they first arrive here. Also, a more flexible 
curriculum would help, so that multidisciplinary projects could be organised with a 
focus on their professional area.” 
- “The stability and retention of the teaching staff. We are talking about a system that 
usually hires teachers by the hour, so there is not much interaction between 
teachers and the school, and it is difficult to maintain the same teachers an entire 
year, almost impossible for three years.” 
- “There should be some place in the school where teachers could meet and define 
common strategies. I think the students would gain if teachers could work 
together.” 
 
However, is was interesting to notice that only one teacher mentioned the socio-
economical background of students as a disengagement factor:  
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-  “Their social-economic situation can be minimised if they see the school as a place 
whose focus are the students and that the school is there to help them achieve 
their goals.” 
 
The teachers’ perceptions about school disengagement suggested a tendency to focus 
on factors outside of teachers’ control. In fact, their most significant contributions to 
prevent disengagement were pointed at factors that are predominately unalterable and 
resistant to teacher influence, such as a more flexible curriculum or the stability of the 
teaching staff, frustration and low self-esteem, or curriculum students perceive as 
irrelevant. By pointing to factors outside of their control, they are also removing 
themselves from the problem, as well as the solution. And although students may come 
to school unmotivated, teachers are in a position to motivate them to succeed. We 
believe additional research would be needed to explore this. 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: perceptions of students’ disengagement 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
When they arrive here, they already feel 
unmotivated because of their experience 
in regular schools. 
Students feel 
unmotivated due to 
previous 
experiences in 
regular schools 
Disengagement due 
to previous learning 
experiences 
They expect this to be more practical and 
dynamic, however, most of the times, it 
is not. 
Learning is not as 
practical as students 
expect  
VE does not meet 
students’ 
expectations 
The fact that sometimes we use the 
same methodology as regular schools 
makes them feel unsettled and it may be 
a disengaging factor because they didn’t 
find here a different way to be at school. 
The use of the 
same methodology 
as in regular 
schools may be 
disengaging 
VE does not meet 
students’ 
expectations 
I think that there should be more 
activities linked to the job they are 
acquiring skills for. 
Activities should be 
aimed at acquiring 
skills for the job 
More practical and 
focused activities 
A more flexible curriculum would help, so 
that multidisciplinary projects could be 
organised with a focus on their 
professional area. 
VE schools should 
have a more flexible 
curriculum 
Flexible curriculum 
towards 
multidisciplinary 
projects 
We are talking about a system that 
usually hires teachers by the hour, so 
There is not much interaction between 
teachers and the school, and it is difficult 
Teachers’ mobility 
and type of contract 
affect interaction 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Teachers’ mobility 
and contracts 
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to maintain the same teachers an entire 
year, almost impossible for three years. 
between the 
teaching staff 
There should be some place in the 
school where teachers could meet and 
define common strategies. 
Teachers should 
define strategies 
together                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Collaboration 
between teachers 
I think the students would gain if teachers 
could work together. 
Teachers should 
work together 
Collaboration 
between teachers 
Their social-economic situation can be 
minimised if they see the school as a 
place whose focus are the students and 
that the school is there to help them 
achieve their goals. 
The focus of 
schools should be 
the students in 
order to help them 
The aim of the 
schools 
 
Table 26 – Content analysis: Teachers’ perceptions on students’ disengagement. 
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3.Reflect on their own teaching and leadership performances towards the 
goals of the vocational courses. 
 
The third part of the interview was about teachers’ own professional performances. From 
the previous sessions with the students, we chose some situations described by them 
and asked the teachers to share their experiences.  
Regarding the type of relationship, the teachers develop with the students, the strategies 
they use in class and how they motivate their students, they referred: 
- “There is always an attempt to try to captivate their attention into a type of system 
that is more dynamic and interactive than the regular school. I personally try to 
create interpersonal relationships, allowing them to be creative and not doing so 
many expositive classes.” 
- “In expositive classes, after a while everyone is looking the other way. In the 
beginning, when I started teaching, I would expose the theme and then the 
students practised, but the results were scarce. After a week they had already 
forgotten everything. For me, what works best is having them work with concepts 
transversally. The expected result is not immediate, but they develop a working 
dynamic and apprehend concepts they then use in their jobs.” 
-  “I do an initial debate about what we are going to deal with along the course. But, 
above all, I try to create conditions for them to feel free to ask, interact and make 
suggestions for new activities in class.” 
- “I think creativity is the key. We need to prepare classes where students can be 
creative and be engaged in activities they like, and they feel they are learning from 
them.” 
- “The main strategies in giving them the responsibility to create. By doing so, we 
are also generating the concern to ask the teacher some questions in order to 
achieve the final product. This is crucial, have them feel they are responsible for 
something. At the end of the day, this is what they will find in the labour market.” 
 
Expositive classes are something students had largely talked about as being one of the 
methods they enjoyed less. The fact that these teachers are focusing on creativity and 
interaction meets the students’ demands. Also, when teachers commit to building 
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relationships with students and care for their expectations, they can make students feel 
comfortable in school and make them feel they belong there. This is the opposite of what 
Guthrie (2001) means when he referred that teachers may understand students’ 
engagement as something students do and that the teachers organise for them, built on 
doing for rather than doing with. Debating in the beginning od the year which subjects 
they will be dealing with or allowing students to be creative and decide how and what 
they will learn is, in our perspective, a good effort and a strategy to involve students in 
the decision-making and engage them and make them responsible for their own learning 
process. By acknowledging student voice, increasing intergenerational equity between 
students and adults in schools, and sustaining student/adult partnerships throughout the 
learning environment (Fletcher, 2005) allow students to commit to their decisions and 
their learning process. 
As McFadden & Munns (2002) stated, it is at the point of teachers and students 
responding to each other in relation to classroom discourse and assessment practices 
where we are truly going to see whether or not students feel that school is for them and 
can be engaged in a productive educational outcome. 
But teachers also focused on classrooms and their organisation as an engagement 
factor: 
 
- “Experience tells me that if we provide good facilities and conditions to the 
students, they will end up preserving that space because it is theirs to learn.” 
- ” The class should be a learning place where the students can develop concepts 
and acquire skills at their own pace. To do that, classrooms should be different, 
and classes should have different steps, always aimed at their individuality.” 
- “When students come to this school, they feel like “ugly ducklings”, because most 
of the times vocational education is seen as the last resource. It’s difficult to 
motivate these students. I think the better conditions they find in class, the more 
motivated they will feel.” 
-  “I don’t like the way the rooms are organised. For some activities, I change the 
layout of the room, allowing students to work in a more communicative and face to 
face environment.” 
 
Classroom organisation, its layout and conditions were also something focused by the 
students. Their thoughts on this were that good and attractive facilities could improve 
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academic success and the teachers seemed to agree. Although the rooms are organised 
in the traditional way, sometimes teachers change the layout of the room to suit the 
pedagogical aims of the class, meaning they also sense that students learn best in 
different and more interactive environments. 
 
 
 
    
        
 
 
 
 
Fig. 34 – Classroom arrangement 
 
As for the use of technology in class, teachers’ views differed.  
 
-  “I use the interactive board, iPads, augmented reality, everything that can be a 
useful tool to help develop their skills. And when they use these new technologies, 
well, not new because they are already part of our daily work, they feel motivated 
and become aware that they don’t know as much as they thought about this.”  
- “Mobile phones are a plague, they are like an extension of the students’ arms. It’s 
difficult to work like this. I think they are good for some pedagogical purposes, but 
students are not used to work like that.” 
- “I am completely open to the use of mobile phones, but we need to define rules, 
and it also depends on what each teacher wants to use the phone for. But now I 
don´t impose any neither rule nor condition to its use in class.”  
 
When this teacher mentioned this, the researcher asked if he had any concerns about 
students abusing this trust or doing other sort of activity with their mobile phone, instead 
the ones set for the class. This was his answer:  
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- “No, the strategy I use is: everything they talk on social networks or so, they have 
to talk in public and in small forums here in class. They need to have the ability to 
speak up and argue everything they post online, even if it has nothing to do with 
my subject. They need to learn to be self-critical and face other’s judgement face 
to face.” 
 
Speaking about social networks, one of the teachers named a strategy she used with 
the students. Instead of assigning them a written task, she created a group on Facebook 
and asked students to comment on some issues there. She said: 
 
- “They all want to intervene there. If I did it in class, only one or two would raise 
their hands to speak. But there (on Facebook) no one is looking at them, they can 
answer when they feel like it, so they feel more at ease to participate. And I use 
those comments as assessment. They know that and now they try to write in a 
more accurate way instead of using the abbreviations they write when they are text 
messaging.” 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: teachers’ perceptions on their own performance and leadership 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
I personally try to create interpersonal 
relationships, allowing them to be 
creative and not doing so many 
expositive classes. 
Dynamic classes 
and good 
relationship 
between students 
and teachers 
Creativity as a key 
skill 
For me, what works best is having them 
work with concepts transversally. They 
develop a working dynamic and 
apprehend concepts they then use in 
their jobs. 
Work transversally 
to learn concepts 
they will use   
Transversal work 
I do an initial debate about what we are 
going to deal with along the course. 
Students debate the 
class themes 
Students are heard 
about their learning 
I try to create conditions for them to feel 
free to ask, interact and make 
suggestions for new activities in class. 
Students interact 
when they are given 
conditions for that 
Students are heard 
about their learning 
I think creativity is the key. We need to 
prepare classes where students can be 
creative and be engaged in activities 
Engaging activities 
foster creativity 
Creativity as a key 
skill 
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they like, and they feel they are learning 
from them. 
The main strategy in giving them the 
responsibility to create.  
Give students 
responsibility to 
create 
Creativity as a key 
skill                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Have them feel they are responsible for 
something. At the end of the day, this is 
what they will find in the labour market 
Give students 
responsibility 
Students are 
responsible for their 
learning 
If we provide good facilities and 
conditions to the students, they will end 
up preserving that space because it is 
theirs to learn. 
Students preserve 
the good facilities 
given to learn 
Preservation of 
school’s facilities 
The class should be a learning place 
where the students can develop 
concepts and acquire skills at their own 
pace.   
Students can 
develop concepts 
and acquire skills at 
their own pace 
Learning rythm 
Classrooms should be different, and 
classes should have different steps, 
always aimed at their individuality. 
Classes should be 
different, aim their 
individuality 
Classrooms’ layout 
and classes should 
be different 
Most of the times vocational education is 
seen as the last resource. It’s difficult to 
motivate these students.  
VE is seen as the 
last resource 
VE as the last 
resource 
I think the better conditions they find in 
class, the more motivated they will feel. 
Good conditions in 
class may motivate  
Good conditions 
motivate students 
For some activities, I change the layout 
of the room, allowing students to work in 
a more communicative and face to face 
environment. 
Change the layout 
of the room into a 
face to face 
environment 
Changing 
classrooms’ layout 
They use these new technologies, they 
feel motivated. 
New technologies 
motivate 
New technologies 
are motivating 
Mobile phones are a plague, they are like 
an extension of the students’ arms. 
Mobile phones are a 
plague 
Mobile phones are 
bad 
I think they (mobile phones) are good for 
some pedagogical purposes, but 
students are not used to work like that. 
They are good for 
some pedagogical 
purposes 
Mobile phones can 
be useful 
I am completely open to the use of 
mobile phones, but we need to define 
rules 
Open to the use of 
mobile phones 
Mobile phones can 
be useful 
They need to have the ability to speak up 
and argue everything they post online. 
Speak up and argue 
about what they 
post online 
Accountability for 
what students post 
online 
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There (on Facebook) no one is looking at 
them, they can answer when they feel 
like it, so they feel more at ease to 
participate. 
They feel more at 
ease to participate 
(online) 
Students don´t feel 
pressure when 
participating online 
 
Table 27 – Content analysis: Teachers’ perceptions on their own performance and leadership. 
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5.2 Interview with the school director 
 
The director’s interview lasted about one hour. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed by the researcher. The interview was analyses according to Bardin’s (2011) 
content analysis. 
The director was a very communicative person. During our conversation, he talked about 
many of the issues before we even asked. Therefore, this interview didn’t quite follow 
the guideline that was previously prepared but answered every topic on it. The guideline 
of the director’s interview included the following questions:  
1. Getting to know director’s thoughts on Vocational Education 
- What is the importance of Vocational Education in today’s context? Its strongest 
and weakest points? 
- What are the main differences from other educational systems? 
- What type of students enrol in a vocational school? 
2. What he sensed about the process of students’ disengagement  
- According to your experience, why do students disengage from schools? 
- How can the school help their students solve some of these disengaging 
situations? 
3. What his thoughts were about some of the issues that the students had discussed 
about. 
 
After explaining the aim of the research, the director was asked to introduce himself. He 
was 64 years old, he has been the director of this vocational school since February 1999 
and has been working with this type of system even prior to that, namely with the National 
Employment Centre. 
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1.Getting to know director’s thoughts on Vocational Education 
 
The director was clearly an advocate of the vocational education system, referring 
immediately to its strongest points: 
-  “Education and training are important for the development of any society.” 
- “The main advantage is that students put into practice their knowledge and what 
they learn at school. They acquire skills that they use in real situations.” 
 
However, he claimed that there is still a weakness in this system, since the aim of the 
vocational education system, where students work and learn together with companies 
towards their skills’ acquisition and the companies’ development, is far from being 
generally accepted:  
- “Vocational education is fundamental for the results and success of any company. 
There is a strong interest in bringing closer the vocational training and the 
companies. However, in our society the companies do not share this vision and do 
not get involved.” 
 
According to him, the entire educational system has deficiencies and he provided an 
example to illustrate it: 
- “Students do a normal academic path in a regular school where they acquire 
theoretical knowledge and skills, but they are limited in what they can do next: they 
can either go to university or start working. However, they will finish university with 
no knowledge of the real world. In my opinion, the 12th grade should be a year 
when every student should do some sort of training according to the specific area 
of practice they intend to follow. Therefore, they would be capable of developing a 
certain activity with a higher level of complexity and would not be limited to the 
theory.” 
 
This seems to us a very interesting idea and suggestion, that every student could 
experience their academic area before going to university. Difficult to implement, though, 
especially when he referred the fact that companies and society in general still exclude 
themselves from this process. Again, this reminds us what we already discussed: the 
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fact that these schools can be seen as a second chance school. Nevertheless, it would 
prepare young people better for their future careers. 
When talking about the profile of the student who enrols in that vocational school, he 
distinguishes two types of students: 
- “There are two types of students: the ones who have a professional vocation; the 
ones who do not want to be inside a classroom in a theoretical subject and do not 
have any success in the traditional system.” 
 
When asked to try explaining why these two types of students have success in this 
system, he answered: 
- “Both achieve different kinds of success, but the results are fulfilling, because they 
find here a way to acquire knowledge and skills in a place that they feel close to 
them. Moreover, the financial support we provide, as the meals and transport, can 
be a decisive factor, especially when we look at the backgrounds of their families.” 
 
Indeed, this was already discussed in the first phase of pour study but highlighted at this 
point by the director. The fact that the vocational school provides some financial support 
to the students was also seen as a factor for the academic success of students, mainly 
when the students come from low-income families. 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: the director’s perception on Vocational Education 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
The main advantage is that students put 
into practice their knowledge and what 
they learn at school.  
Put into practice 
their knowledge 
The practice of VE 
as an advantage 
They acquire skills that they use in real 
situations. 
Acquire new skills Skills acquisition 
Vocational Education is fundamental for 
the results and success of any company. 
VE is fundamental 
for companies 
VE as an 
advantage for 
companies 
The 12th grade should be a year when 
every student should do some sort of 
training according to the specific area of 
practice they intend to follow. 
Every student 
should do some sort 
of training 
Training is 
important for any 
student 
They would be capable of developing a 
certain activity with a higher level of 
Not ne limited to 
theory 
Training is practice 
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complexity and would not be limited to 
the theory. 
They find here a way to acquire 
knowledge and skills in a place that they 
feel close to them. 
A way to acquire 
knowledge and 
skills 
Knowledge and 
skills acquisition 
The financial support we provide, as the 
meals and transport, can be a decisive 
factor, especially when we look at the 
backgrounds of their families. 
The financial 
support can be a 
decisive factor   
The financial 
support can be 
decisive for families 
 
Table 28 – Content analysis: Director’s perceptions on Vocational Education. 
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2.What he sensed about the process of students’ disengagement  
 
The director was very critical about this question and spoke about self-esteem, teachers, 
academic curricula and methodologies, and legislation. The tone of his voice changed, 
and he confessed that talking about this made him feel a deep sorrow. 
 
Self-Esteem 
- “Young people arrive here with a low self-esteem, they are pushed by family or 
friends and if we are not able to create motivation to pursue the studies, they will 
lose their interest in school.” 
 
Academic Curricula and Methodologies 
- “There are methodologies to promote students’ attention; however, I feel 
uncapable of developing them. Their academic curriculum is not flexible. There 
should be more flexibility; I want to foster different measures and methods that can 
create a higher engagement in Maths or Physics.” 
- “We are trying to develop a more technological classroom but that alone is not 
enough. What is preventing schools from finding methodologies that can make 
students achieve their goals are people.”  
 
Although he showed a great will to change the school’s dynamic, which would allow 
students to be more engaged in their subjects according to his perspective, to our 
surprise he named people as the main factor that is preventing that from happening. And 
it was not only because he said that, it was mostly how he referred to that that surprised 
us the most. This is the point that he criticised the most and showed sorrow about some 
situations. Here are some of his remarks: 
 
Teachers 
- “We need teachers who are able to get to the students, who can be a teacher-
partner. Teachers need to have a different vision about the way they teach and 
need to think that maybe tomorrow they can do and be better.” 
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- “Teachers’ training is fundamental. Pedagogy is something that needs to “hang 
out” with us every single day and we need to create pedagogical methods 
according to our students’ profile. However, some (teachers) are incapable of 
doing that.” 
- “This is my fault. I acknowledge that. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to be more 
engaged in the teachers’ recruitment process, because if I did, we would only hire 
teachers that would suit the school’s project and methodologies. And I still haven’t 
found a way of assessing the performance of the teachers that are already here. If 
I did, only those who had showed being capable of engaging students and trying 
different methodologies would stay. This is not a traditional school, nor do we have 
traditional students.” 
 
There is currently no assessment programme for teachers in vocational schools. Only 
regular schools have a system that allows schools to give a qualitative grade to teachers, 
who depend on this assessment in order to be able to continue up the career ladder, as 
well as to teach since teacher recruitment and deployment is centrally planned and 
organised by the Ministry of Education. 
The fact that vocational schools have the autonomy to hire and dismiss teachers may be 
an advantage when schools are searching for a specific profile for a specific class. 
However, there is still no system to assess their work; therefore, teachers continue 
teaching until further notice. 
 
Legislation 
The current legislation and how vocational education is organised in other countries were 
his main focus: 
- “Classes should be smaller, but in this subsystem, it is impossible due to the 
current legislation. Also, there are 15 different teachers teaching each class, which 
is terrible.” 
- “In Canada each vocational class has its “master” who teaches the main subjects. 
80% of the subjects are taught by the same person and every year this person 
would do a teachers’ training for a week. Here the teachers would discuss how 
they could improve their methods and shared their own experiences. I think this is 
a very good system.” 
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The director told us that he had visited vocational schools in France, Germany, Canada 
and Finland to learn how they were organised and were dealing with the challenges they 
were facing in Portugal and then try to implement some of those measures at school.  
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: the director’s perception on Disengagement 
Meaning Unit Code Category 
Young people arrive here with a low self-
esteem. 
Arrive here with low 
self-esteem. 
Low self-esteem 
They are pushed by family or friends. They are pushed Young people are 
pushed by family 
If we are not able to create motivation to 
pursue the studies, they will lose their 
interest in school. 
Not able to create 
motivation 
Lost of interest in 
school 
Their academic curriculum is not flexible. 
There should be more flexibility. 
Curriculum is not 
flexible 
Academic 
curriculum 
I want to foster different measures and 
methods that can create a higher 
engagement in Maths or Physics. 
Foster different 
measures and 
methods 
Different 
methodologies to 
create engagement 
We are trying to develop a more 
technological classroom but that alone is 
not enough.  
Develop a more 
technological room 
Different 
methodologies 
What is preventing schools from finding 
methodologies that can make students 
achieve their goals are people. 
People prevent 
schools from finding 
methodologies 
People are part of 
the problem 
Teachers need to have a different vision 
about the way they teach and need to 
think that maybe tomorrow they can do 
and be better. 
Teachers need to 
have a different 
vision about the way 
they teach 
Teachers vision on 
education 
Teachers’ training is fundamental. Teachers’ training is 
fundamental 
Teachers’ training 
I still haven’t found a way of assessing 
the performance of the teachers that are 
already here. 
Not found a way of 
assessing the 
performance of 
teachers 
Teachers’ 
assessment 
This is not a traditional school, nor do we 
have traditional students. 
This is not a 
traditional school 
VE schools are not 
traditional 
Classes should be smaller, but in this 
subsystem, it is impossible due to the 
current legislation.  
Classes should be 
smaller 
Classes 
organisation 
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There are 15 different teachers teaching 
each class, which is terrible. 
15 different 
teachers teaching 
each class 
System 
organisation 
 
Table 29 – Content analysis: Director’s perceptions on Disengagement. 
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3.What his thoughts were about some of the suggestions that the students 
had discussed about. 
 
The last part of our interview was related to some remarks and suggestions that the 
students had made during the previous phases of the research, and the director’s point 
of view about them. 
One of the questions that students discussed was about the lack of activities in the 
school. The director said: 
- “Some time ago, our Wednesdays’ afternoon was dedicated at the 
accomplishment of different activities with the students. However, we experienced 
two things: first, the students would go home after lunch. And second, the teachers 
started lacking ideas. There had to be more planning. Perhaps every Wednesday 
was too much.” 
 
When asked about the few number of hours that classes could dedicate to sports, the 
director answered with the legislation, saying:  
- “The number of hours are the ones allowed by law. There is nothing we can do 
about it.” 
 
As for technological means, the director began saying that their school is very well 
equipped. This was verified by the researcher during a visit to the facilities. As we have 
already described, all classrooms were equipped with a computer connected to a 
smartboard and with internet access. Also, each teacher had access to an online 
platform with digital contents, paid by the school. However, its utilisation rate was below 
expectations: 
- “We have always had the concern of offering good technological conditions to 
students and teachers. However, its utilisation rate is very low. And this influences 
the work in a classroom. It could be used to prepare more dynamic and attractive 
classes. But teachers do not use them and do not know how to work together, they 
don’t do any teamwork. I am sorry, but I don’t like this. I prefer people who share 
their knowledge.” 
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Again, in this theme he was very critical towards teachers’ ability to adapt to technological 
development and use technological methods. He added:  
- “Younger teachers are keen on this; they already grew up with technology.”  
 
He was clearly comparing teachers who had been part of the teachers’ staff for many 
years and those who were hired every year. These last were usually younger. 
The last question was about how all the mentioned situations could be improved. His 
answer was the following: 
- “I think what is important now is to bring closer, I mean to us, to the schools, the 
policy-makers, the ones who make decisions, so that they can see exactly what 
works and what doesn’t work and make the necessary changes and take measures 
that can actually improve this system.” 
 
The interview with the school director was very interesting and we could notice that he 
was an enthusiast for vocational education. He was very aware of everything that was 
related to the school and pointed out the legislation as one of the things that affected and 
conditioned the school’s organisation. He knew exactly the needs of the system and their 
students and what needed to be changed to improve engagement and results. We felt 
he was disappointed by not being able to make those changes and told us, when we 
were no longer recording, that he was going to retire in a couple of years and expected 
to make some changes until that day arrived. 
It seems to us that the dynamics the director intends to implement copes with what 
Spielhofer et al. (2005) already identified. Spielhofer et al. (2005) have identified the 
following characteristics as best practice in the delivery of projects and activities for 
disengaged young people: 
 
- offering activities that are meaningful and relevant that they can participate in 
voluntarily, such as the ones that were implemented on Wednesdays’ afternoon but 
weren’t successful; 
- delivering learning in an environment that is not like a regular school, namely by 
creating more dynamic and attractive classes using technological means; 
- providing one-on-one support for young people, tailored to individual needs and 
circumstances, using methods according to each student’s profile; 
- employing staff with the skills and qualities necessary to develop meaningful and 
supportive relationships with young people, a staff that is able to work in team and 
share their knowledge; and 
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- establishing strong links with schools and other agencies to support the transition of 
young people into further education or the labour market. 
 
Content Analysis 
Overarching theme: the director’s thoughts on students’ suggestions 
Meaning units Code Category 
Some time ago, our Wednesdays’ 
afternoon was dedicated at the 
accomplishment of different activities 
with the students.  
Arrive here with low 
self-esteem. 
School activities 
First, the students would go home after 
lunch. 
Students would go 
home 
Lack of students’ 
interest 
There had to be more planning. Perhaps 
every Wednesday was too much. 
There had to be 
more planning 
Lack of activity’s 
planning 
The number of hours are the ones 
allowed by law. There is nothing we can 
do about it. 
The number of 
hours are the ones 
allowed by law 
Legislation 
restriction 
We have always had the concern of 
offering good technological conditions to 
students and teachers. It could be used 
to prepare more dynamic and attractive 
classes. 
offer good 
technological 
conditions to 
students and 
teachers. 
Technological 
conditions at school 
Its utilisation rate is very low. And this 
influences the work in a classroom. 
Its utilisation rate is 
very low 
Low utilisation rate 
by teachers 
Teachers do not use them and do not 
know how to work together. 
Teachers do not 
use them 
Low utilisation rate 
by teachers 
They (teachers) don’t do any teamwork. 
I am sorry, but I don’t like this. I prefer 
people who share their knowledge. 
I don’t like this Dissatisfaction with 
teachers’ 
performance 
Younger teachers are keen on this, they 
already grew up with technology. 
Younger teachers 
are keen on this 
(technology) 
Teachers’ ability to 
adapt 
I think what is important now is to bring 
closer, I mean to us, to the schools, the 
policy-makers, the ones who make 
decisions. 
bring closer (…) to 
the schools, the 
policy-makers 
Bring policy-makers 
closer to schools 
 
Table 30 – Content analysis: Director’s thoughts on students’ suggestions. 
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Phase 6: Focus Group 
 
 
The aim of this focus group was to join the 9 students who had participated in the 
previous phases and ask them to comment some sentences taken from the teachers’ 
and director’s interviews. This focus group was held five days before their PAF, which 
means they were about to conclude their course. However, one of the students was 
absent and when we asked where he was, students said they didn’t know, and that he 
had dropped out without saying goodbye and returned to his home country (France). 
This was a surprise to us and to his colleagues, because the students were about to 
finish their secondary school education and this particular student dropped out only two 
months before it happened. 
This session was very short, since they were being prepared for their final exam. This 
session lasted 15 minutes. These are the sentences, which can be found on Appendix 
V, extracted from the teachers’ discourse and the students’ reactions to them: 
 
Sentence 1: “Students start disengaging from regular schools due to the curriculum of 
the subjects and come to vocational schools because it is a more practical course.” 
 
- “I didn’t like attending the regular school. 
- The school’s staff used to say that we, the ones attending vocational education 
courses, didn’t do much and that the regular school was much more difficult. I had 
to explain them that we also learnt Portuguese and math and so in, but everything 
was organised differently. We also have merit. 
- I agree that contents of vocational courses are more practical and prepare us better 
for the labour market.  
- Our internship is also important for our preparation.” 
 
This is something we have heard throughout our research from all the participants: 
vocational education is more practical and prepares students for the demands of the 
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labour market. It was also interesting to hear the testimony of this student who was sad 
enough for having to explain her choice to members of the staff of her previous school, 
since they saw this system as a second chance type of schooling. As we already 
discussed, reengaging students in learning in alternative educational settings has always 
proven to be a demanding task, mainly since these alternative educational settings in 
Portugal like vocational schools are seen as second chance schools by the community 
and, in some cases, by parents and students themselves, instead of being seen as a 
real alternative for student development and achievement, regardless academic their 
background. 
 
Sentence 2: “Some young people come here with expectations of something more 
practical, interactive, dynamic, and most of the times the methodology is the same.” 
 
- “It’s more or less true. Some things are done alike, like Portuguese or so. But 
others aren’t. And the materials are very different. 
- It’s different. Here it’s more practical and easier. I attended both and we can’t 
compare them. At regular school it’s only tests and so, and here the teachers give 
us more practical things to do.” 
 
In fact, we have already explained that there are no schoolbooks for vocational schools. 
All pedagogical materials are made by the teachers and adapted to the course and 
students. 
 
Sentence 3: “Students arrive here with a negative stigma that is given to this type of 
education.” 
 
- “I don’t think so. Before coming here, I made some research about the school and 
the type of education and I realised that in some areas, like mine (administration 
and management) what the labour market demands are vocational courses such 
as this one. 
- There are people who think we are not going to succeed, that we are not going to 
get a job. 
- There are people who see this in a negative way, but we are better prepared for 
the labour market.” 
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Students disagreed from the teachers’ perspective about the negative stigma of the 
course. They have chosen the course not because it was their “last chance” but because 
they thought it would better prepare them for their future. 
 
 
Sentence 4: “Theoretical exposition provokes disengagement. There must be a space 
to expose contents, but students should work these contents in a more practical way and 
connected to the real world.” 
 
- “That depends. In some subject we need those kinds of classes. But there are 
classes where we simply disconnect. Teachers speak for so long that we 
disconnect. 
- It is easier when we study and know what things are for and how we can use them 
in real life. For example, we have learnt how to do calculations with sale discounts 
(laughs). It’s true. I learnt a lot in Maths. 
- And we learnt how to fill in our IRS forms. That is really useful.” 
 
Being able to understand exactly why they are learning certain contents and what are 
used for seems an interesting perspective from the students’ point of view of a different 
methodology that they believe could work better with them. By using real examples and 
simulating real problems of everyday’s life, students use their knowledge to solve them 
and are learning at the same time they are practicing. This is perhaps what Guthrie meant 
when she said that teachers should do with and not do for their students (Guthrie, 2001, 
our emphasis). Some things cannot be taught out of textbooks, but must be activated 
through experience (Markham, T., 2001), deepening the understanding of concepts and 
becoming the motivation for learning. 
 
 
Sentence 5: “Students’ self-esteem is low due to their life path. Therefore, there should 
be a positive reinforcement from us.” 
 
- “We have a good relationship with teachers. I don’t think they should do anything 
about it. That’s up to us.” 
 
In this case, students believed that they were the ones who had to deal with their own 
personal issues and that teachers’ intervention was not the solution. 
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Sentence 6: “There should be cross-over between teachers to foster activities that may 
allow to give more visibility to our students’ work.” 
 
- “It felt really good to see my work in an exhibition. I think they should do it more 
often. 
- Yes, it would motivate us to do more and better.”  
 
We could see through students’ comments that displaying students’ work is meaningful 
and exciting for the students. It can also support students in reflection on their learning 
and be considered a validation of students’ voices as it may suggest that they have much 
to say about the work that they are doing and can also learn from each other’s work. 
They felt proud to have their work on display and motivated them to improve. 
 
Sentence 7: “The mobile phone is an extension of the students’ arms. But it could also 
be a good tool for teaching and learning.” 
 
- “It is good to do some research, but not during the tests (laughs). 
- “There was a teacher who gave us some tasks through Facebook, we had a 
Facebook group and sometimes we would answer faster there than in paper.” 
 
New technologies in the classroom can offer an opportunity for students to make 
meaningful connections with the real world, creating active learners who see the 
classroom as a place they want to be. It’s an approach that works for every curriculum 
to increase engagement in the learning process as students gain insights into real life 
applications of the skills they are being taught. By using Facebook as a learning tool, this 
teacher brought material to life through feeds and posts, opening the classroom up to a 
wider world where students feel comfortable in. 
At the end of the session. And when we were no longer recording, the researcher asked 
students their opinion about the course and the work they had done there. They all 
agreed that they had learnt a lot and feel prepared to whatever the future holds for them. 
Their only concern was the final exam they were about to do in five days.  
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Phase 7: Presentation of the Findings to the school board 
 
 
After analysing the data collected, a meeting with the school board (three people) was 
arranged in order to present the findings. The aim of this research was to research the 
disengagement process of students, as well as to empower action towards the change 
and improvement of the issues discussed by the students. Therefore, the aim of this 
meeting was to share the findings and recommend ways of improving the school’s own 
policies, fostering a discussing that could reach students’ best interests. 
This session was not recorded at the request of the director and lasted 40 minutes. 
Therefore, this phase was written taking into account direct observation and the field 
notes written by the researcher. A PowerPoint, which can be found on Appendix VI, with 
the main findings supported by students’ photographs and both sessions of focus group 
was presented and sent to the director after the meeting. The director ended the meeting 
by recognising the importance of such research to the school, referring that many of the 
students’ suggestions met his own thoughts on school’s organisation. He assured he 
would undertake measures to address what had just been discussed.  
The researcher hoped to have triggered initiative by disseminating their findings to the 
school board and hope action will take place to minimise the risk of dropouts. At the time 
we were not sure if our research would provoke any changes in the school’s organisation; 
however, we showed the board our intention to come back and see if action had taken 
place. 
Our last visit to the vocational school was almost a year and a half after this meeting 
and what we experienced then is described next.  
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Visiting the school 
 
About a year and a half after finalising the data collection, the researcher went back to 
the vocational school to find evidence of some changes that might have occurred after 
that day. The researcher relied on the field notes to write the present description, since 
no recordings were made at the request of the director. The researcher took some photos 
as a record of the places and situations being described. We were told that most of the 
participants involved in this research had already graduated from secondary school and 
only two dropped out, from the 24 who had answered the questionnaire.  
It was the beginning of a new school year (2018/2019) and the director was about to 
retire. He showed us the school and walked us through the changes that had been 
implemented in the meantime.  
The school had planned and built a Future Classroom Lab aimed at multidisciplinary 
projects to allow students and teachers to explore new learning scenarios where different 
technologies, software and Apps could interact in order to improve the learning process. 
It was planned to promote activities aimed at fostering the 21st century skills, namely the 
4C’s: Creativity, Communication, Collaboration and Critical Thinking9. A new educational 
project was developed based on PBL – Project/Problem Based Learning, where students 
deal with real problems and use the skills acquired in classes to develop a solution for 
that problem. 
The school offered teacher training on educational Apps, digital classroom management 
and PBL to the teaching staff and encouraged teachers to use the room for projects or 
other activities. Part of the room’s furniture was made by the carpentry class, and all 
electrical works were done by the electricity classes, involving the students in this project 
and helping to make it their own as well.  
We were told that this Future Classroom Lab had won a national award that year for its 
innovation and had been receiving visits from other schools that were interested in the 
methodology. According to the director, this room and the educational project developed 
were crucial for broadening the areas of the course that had opened the year before, 
namely in ICT. The level of engagement of the students increased, according to what we 
were told, and the number of dropouts had decreased as well, to quite satisfying rates 
(only two students had dropped out, according to the school’s records). The assessment 
of the room and the project made at the end of the previous school year was 
                                                          
9 A Report and Mile Guide for the 21st century skills. www.p21.org  
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encouraging: students learnt better based on group work and real-world projects; 
students were able to learn, create, share and collaborate anytime, anywhere, even 
when they were ill and with good results, which led to an increase in motivation and 
independence as well as to a stronger sense of responsibility for concluding tasks. 
Sports and computer games competitions organised by students were held at the end of 
the school year, bringing the different classes together. The computer rooms had new 
computers and at the end of the present school year the students attending the first year, 
or 10th grade, were doing an internship for a month. This was one of the big issues 
discussed by the students and one that took planning, but as the director said “it is all 
worth it if students are able to improve and feel they are being heard.” 
The visit to the school was very insightful. While no changes were noticed in the buildings 
or outside space and playground, the school’s educational project suffered extensive 
changes that were aimed at engaging students in their learning and preventing them 
from dropping out. Mills & McGregor (2010) make a very clear point that alternative 
schools are not aspiring to regular models and neither are they behaviour management 
centres or dumping grounds for troublesome or at-risk students. They state that “the 
alternative practices of flexible learning centres should be supported as models of 
effective teaching and be used to inform practices within regular schools” (Mills & 
McGregor, 2010, p.10). In order for this to happen, vocational schools must embrace an 
integrated and inclusive approach to teaching and learning which includes the needs of 
the students. It seems to us that the changes happening in this school are aimed at 
putting the students in the centre of the learning process, as it should. It is noticeable 
that this vocational school has doubled the effort in engaging their students in learning 
and making them understand how profitable it could be to have a higher qualification, 
taking the necessary measures to prevent disengagement.  
 
 235 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter V 
Conclusions 
 
  
 
Conclusions| Inês Rodrigues 
 
237 
 
 
 
 
 
Our Conclusions 
 
The findings of this study are consistent with the research literature in suggesting that 
the reasons for dropping out of vocational schools are numerous and complex. While 
some students drop out due to social and personal struggles that result in a general lack 
of well-being, others drop out because their school performance is poor, or they perceive 
they won’t be able to finish their course. Some students give priority to spending time 
with their friends and end up following a path that leads them to leaving school. There is 
no “typical” dropout, as Rumberger (1987) said. Dropping out may be seen as a process 
of disengagement from school, which culminates in leaving school. Therefore, it is 
important to develop an understanding of the process in order to prevent it. 
In this study we adopted a methodological approach which stresses the importance of 
student participation in a research that could unveil their own thoughts and feelings about 
the disengagement process. 
Returning to the initial research questions and regarding the first objective – what 
engages or disengages students in their learning - this study found support to highlight 
the importance of some dimensions:  
1) having teachers who care about their students and who provide opportunities for their 
participation. In fact, a supportive school board and teaching staff, who listen to students’ 
perspectives, acknowledge their opinions and encourage students’ learning interests 
may foster a climate favouring engagement and prevent students’ intention to drop out 
of school. As Orpinas and Raczinski (2016) and Meece (2003) have referred, engaging 
students in school, having teachers who care about their students, and providing 
meaningful opportunities for participation can improve retention and dropout rates. 
Moreover, teachers who listen to student voices and adapt instruction to their individual 
needs foster engagement in their students. The importance of teachers becomes more 
evident if we take into consideration the fact that the social climate of the school is 
created mainly by the adults present at school (Woolley, 2006). Therefore, a good 
relationship between teachers and students may have multiple benefits for school 
adjustment (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). 
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2) the support of their classmates and peers. Many school dropouts have been attributed 
to negative peer influence on students by their colleagues (Rumberger, 2001). However, 
our findings are consistent with Ricard and Pelletier (2017), who have shown that 
although teachers may change from year to year, it contrasts with reciprocal friendships 
with classmates whom remain more stable and might influence a student’s life. 
3) the condition of the facilities offered by the school. Also, the effectiveness of the 
curriculum and the quality of the instruction they receive are also fundamental to provide 
learning opportunities. Present findings support Shernoff et al (2016) view that 
conceptualizing learning environments that engage students in learning, that promote 
concentration, focus, enjoyment, interest, self-esteem, and intrinsic motivation is a 
worthy aspiration.  
As for our second objective - to understand the role of community context in their success 
- students reported their family as a key element of engagement, which is consistent with 
studies that show that parental support plays a key role in both school engagement 
(Veiga et al., 2012) and school adjustment (Rodríguez, Droguett, & Revuelta, 2012), and 
also studies which refer that parents who support their children and have high academic 
expectations of them will motivate them to aim for results (Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 
2006). Throughout our research, family has always been one of the students’ focus on 
engagement. On the other hand, transport and mobility are key factors for student 
disengagement. They acknowledge the location of the school and the lack of means of 
transport as factors that might contribute to their absence from school and their 
underachievement. It is something that the school although being quite aware of, cannot 
do anything rather than report it to the local authorities and ask for solutions, as they 
have done. 
Of course, the social-economic status of students and families is something we need to 
consider. Dropping out of school for employment/work reasons was a reality for a 
participant in this study and it is consistent with other studies (Dore & Lüscher, 2011). 
However, this is a social problem which is common to many countries and whose solution 
is out of reach for the schools. 
As for our third objective – identify strategies that might help prevent disengagement – 
there were several suggestions made by the students that are worth paying attention to: 
1) Engaging in extracurricular activities. Fullarton (2002) reviewed the literature on 
student engagement and argued that student participation in extracurricular activities 
may foster a sense of belonging, promote a sense of self-worth and decrease dropout 
rates, mainly among students at high risk. 
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2) School facilities. Some research (Tanner, 2006; Duncanson, 2003) has found that 
school facilities can have a profound impact on both teacher and student outcomes. With 
respect to students, school facilities may affect students’ health, behaviour, engagement 
and learning. These researchers have concluded that without adequate facilities and 
resources, it is extremely difficult to engage students with different needs. Therefore, 
State and Local policymakers must look at the impact facilities can play in improving 
outcomes for both teachers and students. We understand that improving facilities comes 
at a financial cost, but the benefits of such investments often surpasses those costs. 
Policymakers should then focus on the impacts of facilities and adopt a long-term cost-
benefit perspective on efforts to improve them. 
3) Practical Classes. Strategies that engage and motivate students promotes deeper 
learning and fosters the development critical thinking skills (Samson, 2015). By changing 
the methodology to PBL – Problem-Based Learning, the vocational school is already 
working towards the students’ preferences. This integrates real world experiences into 
the classroom setting and engages students in an authentic learning process. 
4) Internship. Students have suggested doing part of the internship in their 10th grade. The 
school has listened to their claims and this year students will have the opportunity to do 
it. The results of that change can only be analysed in the beginning of the next school 
year, although during this research the students already acknowledge the fact that they 
could all benefit from this experience. 
Our last objective was ambitious: to give students a voice and include them as co-
researchers in the analysis of the previous aims. Working with them was inspiring. They 
not only identified problems that arose during their learning path, but also told personal 
experiences and discussed possible solutions that, according to their point of view, could 
be easy to put into practice. Students stated that if they were asked more often about 
their opinion, the school would improve, and they would come to school with more 
enthusiasm just because they knew someone was listening to them. This, itself, is 
invigorating and empowering. As Atweh, Bland, Carrington & Cavanagh (2008) referred, 
working with students to investigate engagement shows a sign of their value and trust in 
their capability to conduct such a task. The implications of involving students as co-
researchers for school improvement are far-reaching. It opens up possibilities for student 
engagement but also for inclusion, since all students, regardless the age, genre, 
nationality or social background, may take part in a movement to foster change at their 
school. As Mittler (2000) argues, involving students in research becomes necessary in 
efforts to be more inclusive. 
We must also acknowledge the fact that the school has listened to the students’ claims 
and has made an effort to change not only their teaching-learning methodologies, but 
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also made improvements in the facilities aimed at engaging learning and reducing 
disengagement and drop out. 
As we see it, all the reasons are related to the convenience of studying to get a better 
future or job and their relationships with family, friends and teachers. It suggests that 
engagement may be significantly boosted by supportiveness of peers, teachers and 
family. However, future studies should consider predictors of disengagement from all 
possible sources, including peer-related variables. 
The present study suggests that some elements of risk linked to dropout may already be 
in place prior to school entry. The fact that some students left school to work or due to a 
parent disease suggest that students with less socioeconomic advantages are more 
likely to dropout, thus we hypothesize that the true magnitude of this effect may be 
underestimated. The main challenges that students with high risk of dropping out face 
are: low parental education, single parents or broken families, low income, lack of 
conditions to study at home.  
A final point of discussion deals with the generalisation of the results. These cannot be 
generalised to other contexts. As shown in this study, the underlying problems to school 
dropout are heterogeneous among students and, therefore, interventions can have 
different impacts across different contexts and school population. 
This study, although modest in terms of sample size, represents some important 
methodological advancement on which to build. The combination of photovoice 
methodology and students being co-researchers in its analysis can be an effective 
approach for accounting the students’ perceptions from their point of view.  
Our findings support Rudduck & Flutter (2004) who suggest that what students say about 
teaching, learning and schooling is not only worth listening to but provides an important 
foundation for thinking about ways of improving schools. Findings indicate that there is 
a strong potential for strengthening students’ participation and relationships in the 
context of vocational school. Students are able to speak about what helps them to learn 
or what proves to be a barrier. Involving students more closely in the decision-making of 
their own learning and listening to their stories as learners will increase students’ 
engagement. What may be lacking at schools is not the knowledge of how to change, 
but the will to put aside traditional convictions. As Noddings (2005) has noted, there is 
nothing to be gained by persisting with policies that are based on threats, punishments 
and comparisons. Adjustments are needed to make the voice of young people more 
influential. 
Conclusions| Inês Rodrigues 
 
241 
 
There are no magic formulas, organisational charts or typologies of school culture 
capable of rectifying this situation. At best, we can only hope to extricate ourselves by 
having the courage to ask profound questions about what we are doing with schooling, 
taking the lead of change. And that is what leadership is all about—a preparedness to 
challenge the status quo with alternatives. (Smyth, 2006). 
 
 
Limitations and suggestions for future research 
 
Despite providing additional insight on the process of school engagement and 
disengagement, we acknowledge some limitation to this study. To begin with, there are 
a few methodological limitations that should be considered. This study was based on 
data from a small sample of one vocational school, not fully representative of the general 
population of students from other schools and results may not ne generalised to other 
schools or communities. Future research with the same methodology and a larger 
sample size will be helpful to identify specific dimensions of the learning process that are 
most salient for influencing engagement and disengagement. Studies should be 
conducted with other type of samples and with other schools from rural and urban areas 
in order to further validate the generalizability of the findings obtained from this sample 
of students. Nevertheless, considering that disengagement and dropout from vocational 
schools is a widespread phenomenon in youth population in Portugal, this current 
research is far from being trivial. 
Also, this study was unable to test for potential gender differences due to its small global 
sample of students. Therefore, gender differences should be investigated in future 
studies. Moreover, the use of voluntary teacher participation for the interviews may have 
led to a response favouring relatively strong and confident teachers. 
Current inadequate methods of tracking young people who have disengaged and 
dropped out from school, particularly early school leavers, make it difficult to ascertain 
the exact numbers of young people who have gone through the wrong path, both in 
regular and vocational education systems. 
We recommend a further study to determine the actual dropout rate as some students 
appear to have dropped out and re-enrolled into another school but there is no record of 
that. As it was explained before, when a student drops out there is no record of what the 
student has done after that moment: if he/she has enrolled into another school, which 
one, how many times has dropped out, what was the motive for dropping out. Schools 
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have no means to track this type of information. There should be a system where each 
student would have a unique enrolment number (just like an ID student number) that 
would be used throughout the entire student academic life, where schools would have 
access to the student’s school registrations, attendance reports, dropouts, among other 
useful information. This way, the school where he/she enrolled would know which was 
the previous school, what type of extracurricular activities the students had done, the 
projects he/she worked in and, at the same time, the school he/she had dropped out 
from would know if the student had already found his/her way and is attending another 
school.  
The high mobility of students in vocational education demands a better system to track 
the students’ path. Otherwise, we will never have accurate rates of real dropouts. This 
type of system would also help track their path after graduating from high school, allowing 
schools to know if students are attending university, and thus having more accurate data 
about their graduated students’ academic success. 
We would also recommend studying the difference in students’ motivation at the 
beginning of the school year of both dropout students and persistent students. Also, 
studying school improvement efforts would be the best way to demonstrate its impact on 
the decrease in dropout rates.  
To conclude, this study contributes to the understanding of the importance of a positive 
school climate in all its dimensions to reduce school dropout. Schools are teenagers’ 
second home, it is where they spend most of their time, develop social lives and pursue 
their academic interests. Therefore, a school with a positive climate is influential for 
students’ development. Improving the quality of students’ experiences at school should 
be a goal to help prevent dropout.  
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Appendix I: PowerPoint presented to students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 269 
 
 
 
 
 270 
 
 
 271 
 
 
 272 
 
Appendix II: Photovoice photos  
 
1- Situações que me motivam a continuar a estudar. 
 
 
 
 
Escolhi a fotografia do meu namorado, pois é um dos motivos que me leva a estudar 
aqui. 
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Também escolhi a fotografia da mesa, porque é onde passo os meus intervalos com 
os meus amigos e considero um excelente local de lazer. 
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O que me motiva a estudar é o facto de ter bons formadores. 
 
 
 
Ter feito boas amizades, algumas que sei que vou levar comigo para fora do ciccopn. 
De ter a minha família e o meu namorado sempre a apoiar-me nos meus estudos. 
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Gosto do espaço exterior do ciccopn, sinto calma e paz com aquela piscina. 
 
 
 
O que me motiva a estudar é o facto de poder criar amizades e me sentir bem com estas 
pessoas. 
Isto ajuda-me a estudar e estar concentrado durante as aulas mas sempre com uma 
boa amizade é isso me da vontade de continuar a seguir este curso. 
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Um dos factores que me motiva a estudar, são as notas que obtenho, que sei que serão 
reconhecidas mais tarde e são sempre motivo de orgulho. 
Como é obvio umas melhores que outras, mas é como tudo na vida, também temos 
momentos bons e outros maus. 
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A escola que frequento dá-nos várias opções de escolha para almoço. 
Posso afirmar que para mim é um dos factores que me motiva a estudar, pois com as 
refeições bastante boas que a escola nos oferece, serve como combustível para o 
estudo contínuo do dia-a-dia 
 
 
O estabelecimento em si, é agradável. 
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Uma das situações que me motivam a estudar são os meus colegas de turma, porque 
sem eles não seria a mesma coisa ter que se levantar cedo pra ir a escola entrar numa 
sala de aulas vazia em que só estaria eu e mais ninguém, seria muito triste e solitário 
se fosse assim por isso as vezes só de saber que vou estar com eles tenho vontade de 
ir a escola e de conhecer pessoas novas. 
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Gosto também de estudar, pelo meu sonho de ser alguém na vida, com fotos tento 
demostrar que essas pessoas, são o exemplo de como quero ser no futuro quero ser 
alguém capas de ensinar o que aprende aos outros, e dar o melhor de mim no meu 
trabalho ou nas minhas tarefas. 
 
 
 
Só a vontade de nós, formandos nos permite desenvolver, o nosso bem estar, a cima 
de tudo o nosso objetivo de vida, o nosso método. 
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Com as máquinas no aquário (sala de convívio) podes comer e beber sem termos de 
nos deslocarmos ate ao pavilhão principal 
 
 
 
 
Temos a lista de refeições onde podemos saber o que é o comer, mas por um lado 
poderia ter imagem do comer pois assim saberíamos melhor o que era. 
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Temos no aquário um zona de jogos onde podemos ver matrecos e mesa de ping pong, 
mas por um lado poderia ser melhor a nossa zona do aquário pois por vezes entra muito 
agua lá. 
 
 
 
 
O desempenho dos formadores, o esforço que muitas vezes tem de fazer para nos 
poder ajudar nas matérias mais complicadas. 
 
 282 
 
 
 
 
O que me desmotiva é haver trabalhos de casa pois assim não temos tempo para relaxar 
e desfrutar o resto do dia.  
O que motiva é saber que irei ter um bom futuro profissional. 
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O que me motiva a andar nesta escola são os professores, pois são muito produtivos e 
pontuais. 
 
 
 
A mim o que me motiva a continuar a estudar é o curso dar equivalência ao 12 ano e ao 
mesmo tempo estar ligado com a construção civil, que é uma arte que eu gosto. 
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Temos um bom espaço para relaxar, um belo jardim, onde podemos desfrutar de um 
belo dia de sol e confraternizar com os colegas 
 
 
 
O que desmotivou o meu estudo na outra escola foram os trabalhos de casa, apesar 
deste ano não ter, eu tinha imensos. 
 
 
 
 285 
 
 
O que me levou ao meu desinteresse foi porque nós passamos a maior parte do dia na 
escola, e voltamos a casa, onde poderíamos estar com a família e a relaxar em vez 
disso temos de estar focados a fazer trabalhos da escola. 
 
 
Também gosto muito do facto de ter formadores espectaculares que se preocupam com 
os seus alunos e que fazem de tudo para sairmos com uma bagagem cheia de 
conhecimentos. 
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Motiva-me a continuar a estudar os meus amigos e o jardim, o jardim é muito bonito e 
faz com que tenha gosto em vir para a escola. 
 
 
 
Tenho muita pena por  terem tirado a refeição opção da escola, pois era das refeições 
que mais escolhia, também não gosto de só podermos marcar senha para 2 dias, e de 
a cantina não deixar repetir os pratos dentro da mesma refeição, pois a quantidade é 
pouca. 
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A minha motivação para continuar a estudar deriva de vários fatores, o querer crescer 
mais como pessoa, como profissional, colega... Para obter mais conhecimentos e com 
disciplina e esforço conseguir passar para outros patamares, como ir para a faculdade, 
progredir e mais tarde trabalhar em algo que gosto. 
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2- O que faria se pudesse participar no desenvolvimento da escola? 
 
 
Escolhi a fotografia do espelho de àgua,pois acho que deveriamos poder usufruir dele, 
nos períodos de maior calor. 
 
 
 
Faria um caminho melhor para todos passarem devidamente, pois quando chove fica 
tudo em lama e fica o calçado todo sujo. 
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Punha algo mais atrativo nos corredores, e criava mais espaços de convívios para os 
formandos. 
 
 
Se pudesse mudar alguma coisa na escola seria o campo de futebol porque acho que 
por exemplo durante o inverno não podemos praticar educação física por causa do 
tempo. Para resolver esta situação instalava um ginásio porque resolvia este problema. 
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A forma como os formandos tratam o seu ambiente de trabalho não é agradável, é 
muitas vezes fria, não pensam nas pessoas que lá passam, o que podem pensar, estas 
atitudes estragam por completo o ambiente do local. 
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O piso de acesso á escola, está degradado. Em dias de chuva é quase inacessível. 
Acho que a escola poderia melhorar este aspeto, que embora não muito relevante faria 
toda a diferença 
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A cobertura da entrada da escola está totalmente estragada, sendo que esta se encontra 
na porta de acesso á escola. Sendo que é também onde tanto formadores como 
formandos fumam em dias de chuva. 
Julgo que a escola deveria melhorar esta situação, bem como outros problemas de 
infiltrações em determinados locais em dias de chuva . 
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Podermos mergulhar na piscina 
 
 
 
Podiamos ter maquinas de comida nos compartimentos inferiores. 
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Haver mais matraquilhos para jogarmos, pois estes não chegam, ou fazer a manutenção 
mais vezes. 
 
 
 
o campo de futebol poderia ter umas condições melhores visto que é pequeno e o chão 
escorregadio. 
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A meu pensar o espaço que esta em terra poderia ser mais aproveitado, colocando 
turmas a aprender a trabalhar, pois na minha opinião aprende-se muita coisa na pratica 
 
 
 
 
Proponho como melhoria arranjarem o chão do trilho da entrada, pois está irregular 
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arranjar trabalho comunitário para quem deitar lixo para o chão, pois polui o centro que 
é de todos.  
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Eu proponho como uma melhoria na sala de convívio, com uma substituição das 
maquinas de comida por um buffet, pois assim podíamos comer alimentos que estejam 
quentes. 
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Tenho muita pena por  terem tirado a refeição opção da escola, pois era das refeições 
que mais escolhia, também não gosto de só podermos marcar senha para 2 dias, e de 
a cantina não deixar repetir os pratos dentro da mesma refeição, pois a quantidade é 
pouca. 
 
 
 
Penso que o “aquário” precisa de uma remodelação bem forte, precisamos de um bar 
em condições, aberto das 8:30 ás 17:30 pelo menos, pois queremos lanchar e basta 
chegar ás 11:00 á cantina que ´já não podemos comer produtos frescos. 
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Se eu pudesse participar no desenvolvimento da escola faria o possível para incutir na 
educação dos alunos informações sobre a importância que é cuidar, respeitar e dar o 
nosso melhor aos nossos bichinhos, todos eles têm direito ao amor dos seus donos. 
Falaria também da importância do exercício físico para nos mantermos saudáveis. 
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3- Motivos que me levam a estudar ou não no meu meio comunitário. 
 
 
A imagem que escolhi que me motiva a estudar foi os meus pais. 
 
A imagem que escolhi que me desmotiva a estudar e o relógio, pois tenho de me levar 
muito cedo para vir a formação. 
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A adaptação a um novo país foi algo muito difícil para mim, ao princípio foi como se a 
solidão e a saudade fossem ambas as minhas melhores amigas e companheira, ao 
princípio só tinha vontade de desistir de tudo e voltar a trás, não queria ajuda nem 
amizade de ninguém só queria voltar para casa e voltar para minha família, um dos 
grandes motivos foi pelo facto de as coisas serem todas diferentes as horas, o tempo, 
a cultura e a forma de viver. 
Mas agora me sinto uma grande vencedora, apesar de não ter lutado sozinha para 
conseguir, mas sabendo que tinha pessoas em que eu poderia confiar, e poderia contar 
com elas para o que precisava, me fez sentir muito bem, para mim essas pessoas 
tornaram-se a minha primeira família portuguesa e eu estou muito feliz  e sou muito feliz 
com elas e agradeço muito por lhes ter conhecido. 
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Os formandos são muito dependentes dos transportes públicos o que muitas vezes não 
é compatível com o horário do começo da formação. 
 
 
 
O atraso dos transportes faz com que os formandos cheguem atrasados, o que muitas 
vezes os prejudica profissionalmente. 
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Na minha comunidade acho que podiam aproveitar a antiga estação do comboio e 
instalar o metro. Acho que permitiria a muitas pessoas de ir ao trabalho sem apanhar o 
transito todo que a na N14. Também as pessoas gastariam menos dinheiro em 
combustível. 
 
 
Desmotiva-me o facto de ter de ir por caminhos muito sinuosos e perigosos até a escola, 
o que torna muito perigoso o meu trajecto casa/escola escola/casa. 
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O facto de ter de apanhar dois metros e um autocarro torna a chegada ao ciccopn muito 
longa e demorada. Visto que sou de Matosinhos criava uma ligação de transportes direta 
até à zona de S. Pedro de Avioso. 
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a minha motivação é o meu pai pois foi com ele que eu foi aprendido a arte da 
construção civil. 
 
 
 
ao mesmo tempo desmotivo um bocado pois tenho de fazer muitos quilómetros todas 
as semanas para vir estudar. 
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O relógio foi escolhido porque me levanto muito cedo e os horários dos autocarros não 
são compatíveis um com o outro.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A estrada representa o meu futuro e o caminho que irei percorrer e um dos motivos de 
cá andar é obter meios para o percorrer. 
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O que motiva a estudar é ter uma carreira profissional no futuro, onde a minha família 
apoia-me a 100%. 
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Na minha educação melhoraria o convívio entre as pessoas, menos tecnologia e mais 
conversas, risos, brincadeiras e aprendizado. Melhoraria também a alimentação e o 
modo como olhamos para a nossa saúde. 
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Appendix III: Focus Group Questions  
 
 
- In the previous phase you mentioned that one of the main engagement factors was being 
with your friends at school. Why is this so important to you? 
- The main disengagement factor at school relates to the facilities, mainly the canteen and 
the meals. How do meals influence your performance in class? Are there any other 
disengaging factors that you wish to stress? 
- The learning activities and practices inside the classroom have never been mentioned. 
You have mentioned the teachers’ performance but not the school activities. Why was 
that? 
- Within your community you focused the means of transport as a disengagement factor, 
along with technology. How does technology influence your learning process? Is it 
engaging or not? 
- You mentioned your family support as a very important factor for your academic success. 
But there are students who are living here at school and don’t have their families close. 
Does your family play the same role as for the others? 
- Almost every one of you has already dropped out or failed a year before coming to this 
school. What can you tell us from that experience? 
- You have already done an internship in a company and had first working experience 
while studying in this course. Do you feel any difference in the way you look at your 
academic path now? 
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Appendix IV – Interview questions to teachers and the school 
director 
 
Guião de entrevista semi-estruturada - Professores 
 
 
Tema: O processo de disengagement dos formandos da formação profissional 
 
Objetivo Geral: Aprofundar as perceções dos professores/formadores relativos ao 
processo de disengagement dos alunos; recolher opiniões de sugestões/melhoria 
 
Entrevistado: professor/formador da formação profissional 
 
1. Informar o entrevistado sobre o trabalho que a investigadora se encontra a 
desenvolver e solicitar a colaboração e autorização para a gravação áudio.  
 
2. Conhecer a situação profissional do entrevistado: 
      - área disciplinar 
      - experiência neste e em outros sistemas de ensino 
 
3. Conhecer as representações dos professores sobre a formação profissional 
      - Qual a importância que atribui à formação profissional? 
      - Em que é que esta se distingue dos outros sistemas de ensino? 
 
4. Conhecer as representações dos professores sobre o processo de disengagement 
      - Na sua opinião, qual o/os motivos que levam os alunos a desinteressarem-se da 
escola? 
      - Em que medida podem as escolas ajudar a resolver essas questões? 
      - Como podem os professores nas suas aulas ajudar a resolver estas questões? 
 
5. Conhecer as representações dos professores sobre a prática formativa 
      - Que tipo de relação estabelece com os alunos? 
      - Enquanto professor/formador, que estratégias e metodologias podem ajudar a 
captar a atenção e entusiasmo dos alunos? 
      - Acha que sessões de formação mais práticas pode ter alguma influência? 
      - Qual a sua opinião sobre a utilização de meios tecnológicos na prática formativa? 
      - Impõe alguma regra de utilização de telemóveis na sala de aula? Qual/quais? 
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      - Gostaria que, na sua experiência, desse um exemplo de uma sessão de formação 
em que os alunos se sintam motivados e outra em que eles se sintam desinteressados 
da formação. 
 
 
Guião de entrevista semi-estruturada - Diretor 
 
Tema: O processo de disengagement dos formandos da formação profissional 
 
Objetivo Geral: Aprofundar as perceções de membros da direção relativos ao processo 
de disengagement dos alunos; conhecer atividades de melhoria que possam ter sido 
implementadas pela instituição; conhecer a opinião da direção relativa à algumas 
questões levantadas pelos alunos 
 
Entrevistado: diretor do centro de formação profissional 
Nota: Outras questões podem surgir das respostas dadas pelo entrevistado. 
 
1. Informar o entrevistado sobre o trabalho que a investigadora se encontra a 
desenvolver e solicitar a colaboração e autorização para a gravação áudio.  
 
2. Conhecer a situação profissional do entrevistado: 
      - Há quanto tempo é diretor do centro de formação? 
   - Teve mais alguma experiência com a formação profissional além do cargo que 
atualmente ocupa? 
 
3. Conhecer as representações do diretor sobre a formação profissional 
      - Qual a importância que atribui à formação profissional no contexto atual? Quais os 
pontos fortes e os pontos mais débeis deste sistema? 
      - Em que é que esta se distingue dos outros sistemas de ensino? 
      - Qual o perfil de formandos que opta porvir para a formação profissional? 
 
4. Conhecer as representações do diretor sobre o processo de disengagement 
      - Na sua opinião, qual o/os motivos que levam os alunos a desinteressarem-se da 
escola, quer num plano individual, quer social, ou escolar? 
      - Em que medida podem as organizações escolares ajudar a resolver essas 
questões? 
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      - Em que medida pode a cultura, a relação com uns alunos ou as práticas formativas 
influenciar na desmotivação ou o desinteresse dos alunos? 
 
5. Conhecer as representações do diretor sobre questões levantadas pelos alunos 
   - A educação física está prevista para este tipo de ensino, mas não é obrigatória, nem 
é implementada em todos os cursos de formação. De quem depende a decisão de 
atribuir ou não horários de educação física às turmas? Concorda com a decisão de não 
atribuição? Porquê? Que relevância dá a esta disciplina? 
    - Estão previstas algum tipo de atividades extra-curricular no plano de atividades do 
centro? Quais? Qual o objetivo dessas atividades? 
      - Qual a sua opinião sobre a utilização de meios tecnológicos na prática formativa? 
   - Relativamente a estágios, o centro acolhe alguns estagiários de alguns cursos. Quais 
os cursos e que tipo de trabalho fazem no centro de formação? 
    - O que gostaria de fazer para melhorar a aprendizagem e prática formativa, que ainda 
não tenha feito?  
     - Em que medida é possível melhorar a situação do desinteresse dos alunos não 
apenas ao nível da aprendizagem, mas em termos de políticas sociais e educativas? 
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Appendix V – Focus Group Sentences  
 
 
Sentence 1: “Students start disengaging from regular schools due to the curriculum of 
the subjects and come to vocational schools because it is a more practical course.” 
Sentence 2: “Some young people come here with expectations of something more 
practical, interactive, dynamic, and most of the times the methodology is the same.” 
Sentence 3: “Students arrive here with a negative stigma that is given to this type of 
education.” 
Sentence 4: “Theoretical exposition provokes disengagement. There must be a space 
to expose contents, but students should work these contents in a more practical way and 
connected to the real world.” 
Sentence 5: “Students’ self-esteem is low due to their life path. Therefore, there should 
be a positive reinforcement from us.” 
Sentence 6: “There should be cross-over between teachers to foster activities that may 
allow to give more visibility to our students’ work.” 
Sentence 7: “The mobile phone is an extension of the students’ arms. But it could also 
be a good tool for teaching and learning.” 
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Appendix VI – PowerPoint presented to the board 
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Appendix VII – Transcripts 
 
PHOTOVOZ - CATEGORIZAÇÃO 
 
Data: 03/10/2015 
Hora: 14h30 
Local: CICCOPN – Centro de Formação 
Nº de participantes: 9 
Duração da sessão: 1h30m 
Duração da gravação em vídeo: 58m19s 
Recursos: iPad, para gravação em vídeo; fotografias e respetivos comentários 
recolhidos em contexto de photovoz. 
Nota: A informação em Itálico são notas introduzidas pelo investigador, para uma melhor 
contextualização e compreensão do discurso. 
 
Intervenientes: 
Investigador – I 
Participantes – A1 a A9 
 
Notas de Terreno 
Antes de iniciar a sessão, foram dadas instruções aos alunos sobre o trabalho que iriam 
desenvolver, bem como os seus objetivos. Os alunos selecionam as fotos no âmbito de 
cada questão, contextualizam-nas e codificam-nas por tema, assunto ou problema.  
Os alunos decidiram modificar a organização da sala para melhor analizarem as 
fotografias. Esta estava, inicialmente, assim:  
 
Depois de organizarem a sala, ficou assim: 
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Os alunos colocaram as fotos nas mesas e posicionaram-se à volta delas. 
 
 
TRANSCRIÇÃO 
 
I: Em primeiro lugar vão analizar as situações que vos motivam ou não a continuar a 
estudar. Podem começar a espalhar (as fotos). 
 
(risos enquanto espalham as fotos) 
 
I: Ou seja, devem ver as imagens e colocá-las por categorias. 
A1: Mas podemos ler, cada um lê? 
I: Sim, podem ler, interpretar… 
A1: Este deve ser da (…) porque esse é o namorado dela. 
A2: Isto aqui é o que motiva. 
A3: Como fazemos? 
A2: Primeiro juntamos o que motiva. 
A4: Exato, dividimos primeiro no que motiva e o que não motiva. 
A1: A cantina. Alguém tem alguma cena sobre a cantina? 
A5: Há aqui. 
A1: Pronto. 
A6: Este também, das máquinas. 
A1: Então junta. Mas isto é para dizer que vale a pena, não é? 
A5: Mas tem aqui um que não é. Esta diz que devia haver opções. 
A1: Ah, esta é depreciativa. Diz que tiraram uma refeição (da ementa). 
A6: Há aqui um sobre os formadores 
A3: Estes aqui também são sobre eles. 
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(Neste momento, todos falam ao mesmo tempo, e dividem as fotos. Tive que intervir.) 
 
I: Já as conseguiram dividir? 
A4: sim, acho que sim. 
I: Então, o que encontraram? 
A3: Comentários sobre o espaço da escola. 
I: Mas é positivo ou negativo? 
A1: por exemplo, aqui nas refeições tem dos dois, e das máquinas (de vending) tem 
tanto depreciativo como positivo. 
A4: Aqui os que tenho é o que motiva a estudar, são todos positivos. 
A3: Estes dois são agradáveis, mas esses aqui não. 
A7: Estes têm a ver com os formadores e as amizades que acham que é bom. 
I: Então já temos aqui várias coisas. E podemos dividir isto em quantas partes? 
A3: 4. 
A6: 5. 
A1: Posso ir ao quadro? 
A2: Eu vou! 
A1: Então vou eu ou vai ela? 
A2: Podes ir tu. 
A1: (risos e faz gesto para a colega ir ao quadro) 
A1: Então temos a cantina. E podemos dividir em motivação e desmotivação. 
 
(No quadro, a aluna divide o quadro em duas partes, enquanto os outros continuam a 
olhar para as fotos) 
 
A1: na motivação podes por “as variadas opções de almoço” 
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A2: Variadas ou muitas opções de almoço? 
A1: Muitas opções de almoço. Tanto faz. 
A3: Também podes por… 
A1: Espera, deixa-me terminar esta parte. 
I: Então haver mais do que prato é positivo. 
A3: Sim, é. Apesar de terem tirado a opção. 
A7: Opção!  
 
(Risos. Este riso deve-se ao facto de a aluna A3 ser de outra nacionalidade e ter uma 
pronúncia bastante diferente de várias palavras.) 
 
A4: Mas também a opção não era saudável, pois não? 
A1: aqui podemos dizer que há máquinas de lanche, de snacks, espalhadas pelo centro. 
Estas duas são positivas e depois temos estas duas que não. Para desmotivação tens 
aqui que foi o facto de tirarem a opção da opção da comida. 
I: O que é isso da opção? 
A6: É a comida rápida. 
A1. Antes nós tinhamos carne, peixe, dieta e opção e agora retiraram a opção. 
I: Mas a opção era o quê? 
A1: Era, tipo, cachorros, hamburguers… 
A3: Pizza. 
I: E vocês preferiam comer esse tipo de fast-food, em vez de…? 
A1 e A3: Às vezes. 
A7: Às vezes sabia bem, também não era sempre, só às vezes. 
A6: Eu nunca comi. 
A3: Eu só comia cachorros! 
A8: Os cachorros estavam frios. 
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A2: Eu engordei! 
A8: Se fosse só isso… 
A1: Aí podes por também a falta de imagens na ementa. 
A3: Pois é! Às vezes eu escolho e nem sei o que é, e na hora de comer…(faz cara feia) 
A5: Pois é. Que nojo! Fico desconsolada. 
A3: É difícil, eu às vezes nem sei o que vou comer! Ok, agora positivo. O espaço do 
Ciccopn. O estabelecimento de ensino. O espaço exterior é muito agradável. 
I: Vocês gostam do espaço exterior? 
A5: Sim. Eu quando cheguei aqui só vi a piscina! Mergulhos! 
A3: (Lê um comentário em voz alta)  
A5: Este é os dois. 
A2: Então na motivação ponho “espaço de convívio” e no outro “que ele mete água”? 
(risos) 
I: Vocês frequentam o aquário (espaço de convívio dos alunos)? 
A3: Não. 
A5: Só não vou lá porque há muito fumo. 
A1: Não ponhas que mete água. Põe “falta de manutenção”. 
A6: E a sujidade! 
A2: então também ponho “falta de limpeza”. 
A6: Algo aqui positivo é o facto de tirar boas notas. E aqui também podemos falar, por 
exemplo, do convívio com os colegas, o crescer interiormente. 
A2: Então ponho “a progressão e o convívio com os colegas”? 
A6: Temos a oportunidade de tirar o 12º ano com mais facilidade. 
I: Acham que é mais fácil? 
A6: Sim, mais fácil, mais rápido. 
A1: Toda a gente diz que é mais fácil. Por ser mais prático. 
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A7: Para além de ficarmos com uma parte profissional, é ótimo termos logo um curso, é 
muito melhor para o futuro. 
A6: Agora para desmotivação. Trabalhos de casa. (riso geral) 
A5: Esse é cá dos meus! 
A6: Bastantes trabalhos de casa, até. 
I: Vocês levam trabalhos de casa? (a minha pergunta deve-se ao facto de neste tipo de 
ensino não haver trabalhos de casa, porque muitos alunos trabalham ou não têm acesso 
à internet ou outros meios em casa). 
A9: Às vezes. 
A6: Não. 
A3: Às vezes pedem-nos para fazer um trabalho e terminamos em casa ou assim. 
A2: Oh professora. É assim que se escreve “excesso”? 
I: Sim, é. 
A6: outra é ter alguém no espaço de ensino que nos motiva a continuar a estudar, tipo, 
os professores, os coordenadores. 
A4: Põe “apoio dos formadores”. 
A6: Inspiração! 
A1: põe “inspiração dos formadores”. 
A3: Nos ou dos? 
A5: Dos. 
A6: Aqui volta a falar do espaço. É repetido. 
A1: E aqui do apoio dos pais. 
A6: Onde diz “confraternização com os colegas”, acrescenta “apoio dos pais”. 
 
Neste momento, o cartão de memória ficou cheio e não foi possível filmar o restante 
relativo a esta pergunta, que correspondeu a mais 4 minutos. 
No final da sessão sobre a pergunta 1, o quadro tinha o seguinte registo. Os números à 
frente correspondem às categorias mais focadas por ordem crescente, do 1 ao 7. 
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Motivação Desmotivação 
A progressão e o convívio com os colegas 
1 
Retirada da “opção” do refeitório 
Inspiração dos formadores, etc. 2 Falta de imagens na lista de opções 
Apoio dos familiares 3 Falta de manutenção e limpeza no 
aquário 
12º ano com mais facilidade 4 Trabalhos de casa em excesso 
Esperança de obter um bom futuro 
profissional 5 
 
Conhecimentos obtidos 6  
Boas notas 7  
Máquina de snacks espalhadas pelo 
centro 
 
Confraternização com os colegas  
Espaço exterior  
Bom desempenho dos formadores  
Variadas opções de almoço  
Espaço de convívio  
 
 
 
Questão 2: O que fariam se pudessem colaborar no desenvolvimento da escola? 
 
(Os alunos espalham as fotos relativas à questão 2. A aluna A1 vai para o quadro.) 
 
A5: Este é sobre exercício. 
 328 
 
A2: Exercício? Então é para aqui. 
A6: Este é sobre alimentação. 
A9: Este é negativo. 
A4: Este também é. Tudo o que seja negativo ponham aqui. 
A5: Este é de poluição. 
A8: E este é da piscina. 
A7: Este é sobre o que poderíamos fazer.  
A4: Tens aí algum negativo? (para a A5) 
A5: Estes são para aproveitamente do espaço. 
A4: Vamos juntar tudo. 
A3: Sim, mas há mais coisas sobre o aquário? 
A4: Tem aqui. (procura nas folhas) 
A3: Oh professora, não tem aqui fotos do alojamento? Eu enviei! 
I: Não, não recebi qualquer foto do alojamento.  
A3: A sério? Tinha certeza que tinha enviado. É importante. 
I: Mas podes falar e eu fico com esse registo. 
A3: A sério! 
I: Então? Identificaram problemas? 
Vários: Sim. 
A3: Eu vou ler. (Lê um comentário) 
A7: Isso é sobre as atitudes que os alunos têm nos espaço. Não sabem tratar deles. 
Escreve. “atitudes dos formandos”. 
A3: Aqui diz que tem que haver mais manutenção no aquário.  
A5: Eles vão para lá jogar e andam sempre aos encontrões! 
A2: Põe aí “manutenção…” 
A4: “… do aquário”. 
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A2: Não é do aquário! É dos equipamentos do aquário! 
A3: Aqui diz que devíamos ter máquinas de comida nos compartimentos inferiores. 
A7: Nas oficinas, provavelmente. 
A3: Pois, que eles lá em baixo não têm nenhuma. 
A6: Aumento das máquinas de vending junto das oficinas. 
A7: Se estiver a chover é chato eles virem cá em cima buscar, para depois voltar para 
lá. Nós aqui ao menos se precisamos vamos lá fora (ao corredor) comprar. 
A3: Este propõe a substitição das máquinas de comida por um bufete na sala de 
convívio, assim podíamos comer alimentos que estejam quentes. 
A2: Isso era top! E podíamos comer em condições. 
A3: Este propõe ter o bar aberto das 8h30 às 17h30 pelo menos, pois basta chegar às 
11h e na cantina já não podemos comer produtos frescos. 
A7: Pois, porque eles aqui têm tudo junto. As senhoras da cantina é que também estão 
com o bar. Se arranjassem outra forma, elas não tinham que se preocupar. Por um lado 
eu compreendo, elas também têm que tratar das refeições, mas nós também não temos 
culpa. Às vezes nós ainda não fomos para intervalo e às 11h a porta já está a fechar e 
se sairmos às 11h das salas, não podemos ir ao bufete comer ou tomar um pequeno-
almoço. 
 
(Vários alunos acenam com a cabeça em sinal de consentimento.) 
 
I: Então é um problema de horário. 
Vários: Sim. 
I: Então a proposta qual é? 
A7: Fazer diferente. Que o bar não pertencesse às pessoas da cantina. Elas ou tratam 
de uma coisa, ou de outra, não dá para fazer tudo porque também nos prejudica a nós. 
 
(Os alunos aguardam um pouco enquanto a colega do quadro escreve.) 
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A7: Aqui tem uma imagem do espaço da terra, para que este seja mais aproveitado. 
Colocar turmas a aprender a trabalhar, porque assim com a prática eles aprendem muito 
mais. Ao trabalhar naquele espaço. 
I: Aquele espaço junto á horta? 
A7: sim. 
A6: Não sei se há aqui… Eu lembrei-me agora de uma coisa. Por exemplo, agora no 
verão ou na primavera, o aumento das mesas no jardim. 
A8: E das cadeiras. 
A6: Há muito poucas mesas para a quantidade de turmas. Não sei se há aqui, se alguém 
falou… 
A3: Mas, tipo, estás a ver quando sais, tens aquele mini-pátio, onde a professora de 
português dá cabo sempre dos seus saltos… (risos) É verdade! Deviam arranjar aquilo! 
A4: O pior não é esse. O pior não é o que vai em frente. É o que vai para o lado. 
A2: Eles podiam por, tipo, alcatrão… 
A8: Era isso! 
A4: Acho que tem aqui (uma imagem do local que os alunos estão a falar). 
A7: Olha e aqui diz para arrajar trabalho comunitário para quem atirar lixo para o chão. 
E podermos mergulhar na piscina! 
A3: Isso seria muito bom! Podíamos ter aulas de natação! 
I: Sabes que aquela piscina dá-te pelo joelho? 
A3: Não sei, nunca experimentei. 
I: Aquilo era uma piscina de reabilitação para pessoas com deficiência motora, 
inicialmente. Mas acabou por não ser. 
A7: Mas aqui tem outra, que podíamos usufruir da piscina… 
I: Qual a influência do uso da piscina no vosso desempenho? 
A4: Não influencia nada. 
A6: Ai, então não influenciaria? Iamos todos contente para a aula, bem mais felizes! 
A3: Na primeira pergunta, pessoas disseram que a piscina lhes dava paz! 
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A7: E aqui também fala da importãncia do exercício físico para nos mantermos 
saudáveis. Eu acho que toda a gente deveria ter uma aula de educação física por 
semana. 
I: Vocês tiveram? 
Vários: sim. 
A3: Quantas horas tivemos? 25? 
A7: 16, 17 horas. 
A7: Aqui diz também (Lê o comentário escrito sobre educação para a proteção dos 
animais) e tem uma imagem de um bolinha! (um cão) 
I: A escola adotou um cão, não foi? 
A7: Uma cadela! 
A6: Isso fui eu que escrevi, porque eu sei que há pessoas, infelizmente, que tratam mal 
os animais, seja que animal for. 
A4: Este mudava o campo de futebol, porque no inverno não se pode praticar Educação 
Física por causa do tempo. Este instalava um ginásio para resolver o problema. Eu acho 
que devíamos alargar aquele ginásio que tem lá. 
A2: Pois é, lá em baixo há um ginásio. 
A4: Mas é só para os professores, não é para os alunos. Mas assim já dava para termos 
aulas de educação física no inverno, e no campo quando estivesse bom tempo. 
A3: E outra coisa. Eu acho que não deveria ser de chão, mas sim de outra coisa, porque 
se eu cair de cabeça, aquilo é meio duro e posso partir. 
A5: Podia-se alterar o pavimento para aquilo dos parques infantis. 
A4: Outra. A cantina. (Lê o comentário).  
A3: Mas para isto já há solução. Se forem à cantina, no sítio onde se passa o cartão, 
tem uma coisa de vidro com papéis. E tem uma cara triste, uma cara alegre e uma cara 
feliz. Tem tudo. É um papel de sugestão em que deixamos o nome, o email e a opinião. 
I: Alguma vez preencheram isso? 
Vários: Não. 
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A4: Pois, mas a opção era sempre cachorro que vinha frio, pizza e assim, e esta pessoa 
está a dizer que comia sempre isso, o que não é saudável. 
A7: se for uma pessoa que come fast-food todos os dias, não se vai saber controlar, 
mas se for de vez em quando, mas claro que não se deve comer todos os dias. Depende 
da pessoa. 
A3: Mas sobre as quantidades e repetir os pratos, quem quiser pode tirar e preencher 
esses papéis. É uma reclamação. 
A2: Uma vez deram-me 3 batatas super pequenas e só um bocadinho de peixe! 
A7: Esta semana e a anterior nó já notamos que estamos a ser melhor servidos, porque 
está muita gente em estágio e o ciccopn tem menos refeições para servir. Quando 
chegarem de estágio, nós vamos ser ouyra vez “roubados” nas refeições. Quando tem 
pouca gente, eles servem. Quando tem mais gente, eles “rafam”. 
A2: Deixam-nos repetir a sopa mas não o prato. 
A3: E não nos deixam repetir a sobremesa porquê? (riso geral) 
A7: A sobremesa não alimenta ninguém, a comida é que sim. Por isso a repetir era o 
prato. 
A2: Ou punham mais comida e menos sobremesa. 
 
(Ficam pensativos)  
 
A4: Este fala sobre a cobertura da entrada e as infiltrações. 
A3: A cobertura eles já mudaram. Antes estava toda furada e agora já não. Isso foi antes. 
A4: Mas fala das infiltrações. 
A3: As inflitrações não são só nas salas. Uma vez a empregada teve que trazer uma 
“loina”, porque chovia. 
A1: Uma lona! 
A3: Sim, para pormos nos computadores porque chovia na sala. 
A6: Pois é, chovia na sala 7! 
A4: O campo de futebol, este também já está. 
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A2: O chão é escorregadio. Já caíram lá em cima a entrar. 
A3: A “stora” de Direito, como é que ela se chama? Ela também já caíu. 
A4: Este punha algo mais atrativo nos corredores e criava mais espaços de convívio 
para os formandos. 
A3: Ó professora. Tem aqui uma TV. Porque é que não põe um programa a dar?   
A4: Aqui mostra o corredor muito morto. (levanta a foto e mostra aos restantes colegas) 
Acho que devia ter mais cor. 
A3: Mas tem uma TV, à beira do segurança, podeia não ser todos os dias, mas às vezes. 
A1: Mas o nosso piso também é escorregadio, no edifício. Também se põe aqui. 
A2: Pois é. 
A6: Deviam mudar a tijoleira. 
A2: Ou pôr daqueles produtos anti-derrapantes, em cera ou assim. 
A3: Alguém falou da biblioteca? 
A5: Pois é, os computadores. 
A6: Pois, os computadores da biblioteca nunca funcionam! 
A4: Este propõe melhorar o trilho da entrada. 
A3: Mas tem que ser dos dois lados! 
A4: E tem aqui mais dois que são iguaizinhos, dizem as mesmas coisas. Que não há 
condições em tempo de chuva. 
 A3: Aquilo fica uma poça de água, “stora”, e do outro lado é a lama. 
A5: Pois é. 
A4: Mas aquilo escorrega mesmo! 
I: Entao agora olhando para o panorama que está no quadro, em que é qe os problemas 
que estão ali influenciam o vosso desempenho? 
A6: Se alguns fossem resolvidos, reclamávamos menos, de certeza. 
A2: Tínhamos melhores condições.  
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A6: Por exemplo, estes da chuva em termos de saúde é mesmo complicado porque 
pode haver alguém que caia e se magoe no piso. E mesmo chegar à sala com os pés 
cheios de lama quando chove, é chato. 
A3: Ó ”stora”, olhe para ali (aponta para o teto). Está ali uma teia de aranha. E Olhe para 
essas paredes. 
I: Mas é curioso que ninguém tenha falado da limpeza das salas. 
A1: Mas podemos pôr. 
A4: Isto é humidade. 
A6: E os computadores!  
A3: Porque isto estraga não só o material da escola, o equipamento da escola, mas 
também fica “coiso”… Porque se há aulas de carpintaria e de pintura, era uma forma de 
usar os alunos. 
I: Então a tua proposta seria aproveitar os cursos que têm aqui durante o estágio e ficar 
com alguns alunos para fazer manutenção. 
Vários: Sim. 
A5: Claro! Eles têm que trabalhar! 
A7: Os de pintura podiam ficar aqui a pintar as salas. 
A3: E tem mais um problema! As salas, qual é? É a 30 ou a 31? É a sala 14. A janela 
não abre. 
A4: Mas eu ouvi dizer que as empregadas eram mal pagas. Então se pagam mal as 
pessoas começam a ficar desmotivadas. Não é? 
A2: Mas elas têm que fazer o trabalho delas. 
A4: Pois, mas se tu vieres trabalhar e te pagarem mesmo mal… 
A2: E o que é que tem? Vêm trabalhar, têm que fazer o trabalho delas. 
A4: Sim, mas se calhar não fazem totalmente. 
A2: Mas nós não temos culpa. 
A4: E elas também não têm culpa. 
A3: E não só. Nas salas mais fechadas, por exemplo, há janelas que não abrem direito. 
No teto, ouve-se tudo, tem buracos. É preciso manutenção.  
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A8: As salas dos computadores. 
A6: Os computadores da biblioteca nem sempre funcionavam bem. Empancam quando 
queremos trabalhar. 
A2: E tem pouquinhos computadores. Era a manutenção e a quantidade de 
computadores. 
A8: Não valem nada. 
A3: E a internet também. Tem dias que já perdemos aulas por causa da internet, sem 
fazer nada. 
A5: Porque a senhora não chegou. (a responsável da informática) 
A3: Na biblioteca o espaço é grande, mas aqui no ciccopn há mais de 100 alunos e só 
tem 6 computadores. 
A2: Tem mais do que 300 ou 400. Sei lá. 
A3: Ainda mais isso! E com 6 computadores na biblioteca… 
A2: E nem podemos pedir para requisitar. 
A3: E ainda por cima roubam os ratos! 
A6: Mas houve uma mudança muito boa. Nesta sala dos computadores, a 14, os 
computadores são todos novos. 
A7: Eu e a … chegamos e disseram-nos que era naquela sala e nós dissemos “Hi! É 
naquela sala com os computadores todos podres!” E depois quando chegamos lá 
ficamos todas contentes! 
A2: Até é boa a sala. 
I: Bem, muitos problemas que encontraram! 
Vários: Muitos mesmo! 
A4: Ah, e a organização na secretaria? Eles desaparecem papéis, como é que pode 
desaparecer papeis? Não têm organização nenhuma! Muitas vezes! 
 
(vários riem-se e acenam, concordando) 
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A7: Eu achei um pouce desorganizado durante o estágio, porque um diz uma coisa, 
depois outro diz outra… 
A4: É verdade! 
A6: E não nos contactaram durante o estágio para saber, como disseram que iam fazer. 
A4: E os pagamentos! Só me pagaram no final do mês (o subsídio). E só inventavam 
desculpas. 
A2: Foi como a mim. 
A3: Deve ser falta de pessoal. 
I: Mais alguma coisa? Podemos fechar o ponto 2? 
A6: Os valores também nunca batem certo. Às vezes é 1€, é pouquinho, mas … 
A3: E os que estão no alojamento, durante o estágio não recebem subsídio de 
transporte! É uma injustiça. Posso falar do alojamento? O alojamento, deviam mudar a 
limpeza, a da casa de banho, do lixo. O espaço em si é bom, mas o ar condicionado 
não funciona e reclamamos tantas vezes que passamos por mentirosos! E também… o 
que mais… não me lembro… e a, como é que diz, “loina”, lona não é? Deviam prender 
aquilo porque em tempo de chuva, a gente nem dorme, parece que estão a caír pedras 
em cima. E depois uma pessoa entra e tem um espaço aberto que entra a luz do sol, e 
nos dias de chuva aquilo molha a porta, molha tudo. Deviam colocar aluma coisa para 
tapar aquela parte. 
 
No final desta questão, o quadro tinha a seguinte informação: 
 
Problema Proposta 
Atitudes dos formandos  
Manutenção dos equipamentos do 
“aquário” 
 
Máquinas de vending junto às oficinas 
(nâo tem) 
- Colocar máquinas de vending nas 
oficinas 
Horário do fecho do bar - Serviço de bufete;  
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- Alteração do horário de funcionamento 
do bar 
Poluição - Trabalho comunitário 
Falta de exercício físico - Mais exercício físico (aulas);  
- Usufruir da piscina;  
- Mudar o campo de futebol (alteração do 
pavimento);  
- Criar/aumentar o ginásio 
Poder só marcar senha para 3 dias - Alargar os dias de marcar a refeição 
Pouca quantidade de comida  
Infiltrações nas salas - Aproveitar estagiários para as devidas 
alterações 
Falta de limpeza nas salas  
 - Mais cadeiras e mesas no espaço 
exterior;  
- Algo mais atrativo nos corredores; 
- Mudança do piso do edifício;  
- Melhoria do caminho da entrada; 
- Melhorar e aumentar os computadores 
da biblioteca; 
- Melhorar a organização do pessoal da 
secretaria 
 
(Os alunos pedem para fazer um pequeno intervalo antes de regressarem à questão 3. 
Combinamos que o intervalo seria de 15 minutos, depois dos quais regressariam á sala 
para continuar a atividade. Eu aproveito para ir buscar outro iPad, pois o meu estava 
com a memória cheia.) 
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Questão 3: Motivação (ou não) que me levam a estudar no meu meio comunitário. 
 
(Alunos organizam as fotografias) 
 
A9: Este deve ser o pai de alguém. (risos) 
A4: Tadinho. Até pode ter problemas … 
 
(Neste momento todos falam ao mesmo tempo. Algumas alunas olham para o iPad a 
fazer poses.) 
 
A6: Olha. Este é o mesmo que eu a vir para casa. 
A1: Isto não está a gravar, pois não? (Eu aceno com a cabeça a dizer que sim) 
A1: Está? Ui, eu estou para aqui a fazer caretas! (risos) 
A8: Olha aqui um relógio. 
A1: Melhorar a alimentação… Não tem aí nada da alimentação? 
A5: No. 
A1: Pronto. E aqui é a dizer que deviam melhorar. 
A6: Hi! Que texto tão grande! 
A9: Aqui é a … (reconhece uma aluna nas fotografias) 
A3: Pois é. 
 
(Duas alunas entram na sala) 
 
A1: Meninas, o vosso atraso está registado aqui no vídeo da “stora”. 
A2: Está a gravar? (acena para o iPad) 
A1: Está. 
A3: A “stora” tem duas tablets? Esse é outro, é diferente. 
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I: É da escola. 
A5: Ai é, da escola? (Fica surpreendida) 
A9: Ai é? 
A1: Espere aí, qual é o da escola, é este? (aponta para o iPad que eu troxe depois do 
intervalo) 
I: Sim. 
A6: E nós vamos trabalhar com ele? 
A2: Está a gravar e eu apareci com a cara ali. 
A1: Eu fiz pior! Eu pensei que não estava a gravar e estava a fazer caretas! (risos) 
A2: Os da escola são todos XPTO (vocabulário juvenil que significa que são muito bons). 
 
(Depois deste momento de descontração, os alunos voltam a olhar para as fotos) 
 
I: Vamos lá. E então? Aterceira questão são os factores de motivação e desmotivação 
no meio comunitário, certo? 
A1: Este aqui diz que melhoraria a alimentação e o modo como olhamos para a nossa 
saúde. Não sei se isto faz parte daqui… 
I: O que achas? 
A1: Pode ser para melhorar a saúde… 
A9: Quem vai para o quadro? 
A7: Eu vou. Eu gosto de escrever no quadro. 
A2: Está aqui um relógio nesta fotografia. 
A1: Isso é teu, não é?   
A2: Não, eu não tenho relógios destes. 
A1: Eu pensava que tinhas. É antigo, e como tu és um bocado antiquada... 
A2: Oh. Estás a ver aquele iPad, o da escola? Eu tenho um.  
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(Risos. A aluna que está no quadro faz “Shhh” e todos se calam) 
 
A1: Bem, eu acho que aqui nesta imagem mais vale dizer as motivações, que é uma 
preocupação com a alimentação… 
A3: Saúde alimentar. 
A1: É a melhoria da alimentação e o modo como olhamos para a saúde. 
I: Então a própria pessoa sente que deve melhorar… 
A2: (Lê um excerto)… Foi com ele que aprendi a arte da construção civil. 
A6: Aprendeu com o pai. 
A4: Neste a desmotivação prende-se com a tecnologia. Devíamos ter menos tecnologia 
e ligar mais às pessoas, ter mais conversas… 
A1: Mais convívio. 
A4: Exato, mais convívio (pega em outra foto e lê um comentário).  
A1: Essa ficou desmotivada porque teve que mudar do país de origem, inicialmente.  
I: E por oposição, o que a motivou a continuar cá? 
A1 e A4: Foi o apoio das pessoas cá. 
A5: Esta diz que o apoio familiar o motiva. E fala de uma futura carreira. 
A3: Aqui fala dos trajetos e do caminho de casa para a esola e da escola para casa, que 
são sinuosos e perigosos. Este é do …, de certeza! Tem o metro! 
A8: Isso tem a ver com os transportes. 
A3: Pois é, são os transportes. Quer aproveitar a antiga estação de comboios e instalar 
o metro, para chegar a mais pessoas. 
A1: Então aqui o que ele que é a melhoria dos transportes públicos. 
A2: Eu conheço este sítio. Deste lado tem escrito a palavra “metro” e do outro tem 
poemas. 
A3: Pois, se já tem linhas, se já tem carris, é só deslocar para lá. Se já tem, era só 
aproveitar. 
I: E fazer a continuação do metro? 
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A3: Sim. Este também fala de transportes públicos. Mas às vezes nem é tanto os 
transportes ou o horário. Às vezes são os funcionários que chegam de mau humor… 
A3: (Pega numa foto e lê. Pela expressão, não entendeu o que leu e lê novamente) 
Estrada? 
A1: Está a falar do futuro e do caminho para o futuro. 
A3: Hum… (não parece muito convencida) 
A6: Eu acho que os transportes também prejudicam o Ciccopn em relação ao número 
de alunos. Não sei se tem mais ou menos alinos do que esperavam. 
A1: Sim. 
A3: Eu acho que o Ciccopn deveria ter um transporte próprio. Podia ir buscar os alunos 
à estação do metro. Saía daqui para a estação de metro e de lá para cá. 
A6: Ou ao ISMAI (Instituto Universitário da Maia, que se localiza junto à estação de 
metro). 
A4: Mas podiam por uma camioneta a ir buscar lá abaixo, ao metro. As pessoas vem a 
pé por aí a cima. 
A6: Este diz que o que o motiva a estudar são os pais, que á graças ao pai que estuda 
construção civil. 
A2: E tem aqui mais dois. Um fala dos horários dos transportes. O outro tem a fotografia 
de um relógio e diz que o que o desmotiva a estudar é o relógio e o facto de ter que se 
levantar muito cedo. 
A4: A sério? (risos) 
I: Então qual é o ponto mais focado? 
A8: É o dos transportes. 
A1: É. 
A8: O segundo é os horários. 
A1: Porque tem aqui que têm que se levantar cedo, e assim. E menos tecnologia 
também, porque eu acho que se calhar devia ser o terceiro tópico porque muitas vezes, 
mesmo lá fora, as pessoas estão obcecadas a… (faz o gesto de enviar mensagens com 
as mãos) e a comer também. 
A4: Eu também acho. 
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A1: Terceiro. (faz uma voz mecânica) Menos tecnologia, por favor! (Risos) 
A6: A carreira e o apoio dos pais também é importante. 
A7: Vem a seguir aqui. 
I: Então, destes aqui, o que vos afeta diretamente? 
A6: Os transportes. A mim não, que moro aqui perto, mas… 
A2: A mim afeta-me o relógio, os transportes, o mau tempo. Afeta-me tudo. 
A1: Os trajetos perigosos, este aqui que vai do Ciccopn e que várias pessoas já… 
A4: Eu não sei se é verdade, mas, oh “stora”, há pessoas que têm aulas aqui ao sábado, 
não há? 
I: Sim. 
A4: Pronto. O transporte para aqui, não há. Não há transporte para aqui. Ao fim de 
semana de São Mamede para aqui não há transportes. Eu não tenho transporte para 
aqui ao sábado nem ao domingo. 
I: Mais alguma coisa? 
A5: Não. 
 
Neste momento, duas alunas já estão ao telemóvel e outra a mexer no cabelo. Dou por 
terminada a atividade. 
No final desta questão, o quadro tinha a seguinte informação: 
 
Motivações Desmotivações 
- Melhorar a saúde alimentar - Menos tecnologia 3 
- Mais convívio 5 - Mudança do país de origem 
- Apoio das pessoas - Trajetos perigosos 
- Apoio familiar 4 - Melhoria dos transportes públicos 1 
- Futura carreira - Horário dos transportes 2 
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No final da sessão, e já com a câmara desligada, alguns alunos comentaram este 
trabalho, dizendo que se lhes perguntassem mais vezes a sua opinião, a escola seria 
melhor e eles viriam com outro espírito para a escola. Perguntaram se iriam continuar e 
fazer mais sessões como esta. Expliquei que como esta não, mas que faríamos mais 
tarde uma nova sessão para discutirmos alguns pontos que eles levantaram durante 
este dia. 
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Focus Grupo 
 
Data: 15/11/2015 
Hora: 09h30 
Local: CICCOPN – Centro de Formação 
Nº de participantes: 9 
Duração da sessão: 1h20m 
Duração da gravação em vídeo: 49m15s 
Recursos: iPad, para gravação em vídeo 
Nota: A informação em Itálico são notas introduzidas pelo investigador, para uma melhor 
contextualização e compreensão do discurso. 
 
Intervenientes: 
Investigador – I 
Participantes – A1 a A9 
 
Notas de Terreno 
Antes de iniciar a sessão, foram dadas instruções aos alunos sobre o trabalho que iriam 
desenvolver, bem como os seus objetivos. 
 
 
I: A primeira questão que queria colocar é a seguinte: vocês no trabalho que fizeram 
antes mencionaram que um dos principais fatores de motivação para continuarem aqui 
a estudar são os colegas, certo? E porque é que consideram tão importante esse ponto? 
A2: Porque é um dos pontos que nos motiva. Os nossos colegas é como se fosse o 
nosso apoio. 
A1: Passamos mesmo muito tempo com eles, acaba por ser uma família. 
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A4: Exatamente. 
A3: Se nós nos sentirmos bem na turma em que estamos, acho que corre tudo melhor, 
nas aulas… 
A4: Se nos apoiarmos uns aos outros. 
I: Ok. Muito bem. Por outro lado, o maior fator de desmotivação são as questões ligadas 
à alimentação, não é? Vocês fizeram várias sugestões de melhoramento, estão todas 
anotadas, e em que medida é que a alimentação influencia o vosso desempenho na 
escola? 
A2: Com fome ninguém trabalha, não é? (Risos) 
I: Com fome ninguém trabalha, ok. E então? 
A1: Ela tem razão. Eles fazem questão de pagar a alimentação aos formandos. Muita 
gente que anda aqui provavelmente não teria, como é que vou dizer, possibilidades de 
pagar uma refeição quer seja aqui ou num café lá fora e eles oferecem ajuda. 
I: Mas muitas das situações vocês consideraram fatores desmotivantes, vocês focaram, 
por exemplo que retiraram opções da ementa… 
A3: Mas as opções eram desnecessárias… 
A4: E faziam mal. Muitas vezes as pessoas iam sempre para a opção e não era correto. 
A3: Havia aqueles papéis, os folhetos que falavam da porção da comida … 
A4: Há pessoas que queriam mais e assim, mas não pode ser porque há mais pessoas 
para comer. 
I: E para além da questão da alimentação que vocês focaram, o que é que vocês acham 
que desmotiva ou que mudariam aqui no centro? 
A2: Ah… a repetição. 
I: A repetição de quê? 
A2: Da comida. 
I: Já não estou a falar da alimentação. 
A3: Eu falo das atividades. Um pouco de atividades, um pouco de inter-turmas, um 
pouco dessas coisas. 
A4: Mais desporto. 
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A2: Mais entretenimento. 
A5: Ia melhorar as coisas. 
A4: Por exemplo, as aulas de educação física acho que devia haver mais tempo. 
A5: Nós só tivemos 6 aulas. 
A2: Do início ao fim do ano. 
A4: É muito pouco tempo. 
A7: Lá fora também devia haver mais cadeiras e mais mesas para acompanhar os 
alunos que cá andam. Só tem meia dúzia de cadeiras e 4 mesas… e toda a gente tem 
que ficar de pé. 
A2: Como nós, por exemplo, somos um curso que estamos a maior parte das vezes 
sentados, sem fazer muitos movimentos, acho por exemplo que a educação física era… 
A1: Devia haver ter nos anos todos, do início ao fim. 
A3: E também deveriam aproveitar a piscina. (risos) 
A2: Aulas de natação! 
I: Mas sabes que aquilo não é uma piscina. 
A3: É um… um vidro de espelho… (risos) 
I: É um espelho de água.  
A3: Isso! Mas a falta de desporto e de atividades inter-turmas é enorme! Mesmo enorme. 
Deviam aproveitar mais o espaço, fazer mais coisas para além de formação, porque 
para nós darmos uma volta por aí demora muito tempo, deviam aproveitar mais o 
espaço. 
I: Para atividades diferentes para além da formação? Ou inseridas na formação mas 
não em sala de aula? 
A2: E se calhar melhorar o parque de estacionamento. 
I: É a primeira vez que falam do parque de estacionamento. 
A2: Porque, por exemplo eu presenciei uma situação em que uma pessoa acelarou 
muito no carro, estava a brincar, e aquilo estava cheio de pedras e acaba por estragar 
os outros carros e as outras pessoas não têm culpa e acho que isso poderia ser… 
A1: Aquela parte de areia poderia ser, tipo, alcatrão, eu sei que é caro… 
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A3: Isso eu não concordo. Mas aquela parte de trás é de areia por causa da parte de 
trás do alojamento, eles têm as máquinas que utilizam e não vão por cimento senão 
pode partir. Se fosse daquilo, tipo “cacetada”… 
I: Calçada! (risos) 
A3: Isso! E pronto. 
A4: Acho que isso é o menos. 
A3: Porque é uma zona de trabalho. Eles constroem uma coisa para mostrar a outras 
pessoas, é onde os adultos à noite trabalham. Aquelas pessoas que fazem tipo 
topografia, eles usam à noite aquela parte. 
A2: Mas se calhar melhorar mais um pouco aquela zona porque estacionam lá os carros 
e acabam por os estragar e ninguém tem culpa. Deviam tirar a gravilha e por terra, ou 
aquelas pedras grandes. 
I: Os paralelos? 
A2: sim, os para… paralelos. (risos) 
A4: Mas os paralelos não dá por causa das máquinas, mais valia areia ou assim. Mas 
acho que isso é o mínimo. 
A3: O segurança não pode ficar ao sol o dia todo e a maioria das vezes não fica lá 
quando os alunos vão embora, porque quando os alunos vão embora é que ficam a 
fazer esse tipo de coisas. Mas a entrada do ciccopn tem uma descida grande e eles 
ficam a acelerar ali. E o que eles fazem é perigoso. 
A4: Mas as pessoas é que têm que ter cuidado. 
A3: É a mesma coisa que estarem na rotunda do castelo, que eles ficam a fazer aquelas 
coisas… 
Vários: Piões. 
A3: É isso. Pensam que sabem muito. 
A2: Pois mas nós não temos culpa, e os carros não têm culpa e não temos que andar a 
gastar dinheiro só porque as outras pessoas são estúpidas. 
A1: Mas para isso é que há os seguranças e assim, acho que deviam era melhorar 
mesmo a parte da educação física. 
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A3: Tirando a parte do estacionamento, deviam melhorar mesmo, mesmo, mesmo, 
aquela parte quando saímos, sabem? 
A1: Os caminhos? É horrível em tempo de chuva! 
A6: Os caminhos cá dentro! 
A3: Aquele caminhos eles começaram a fazer é só fizeram um bocadinho. E um deles 
abriram um caminho no relvado que primeiro era um pantaninho agora é um pântano 
enorme! A água vai saindo mas depois com uma picareta cavaram para o outro lado, 
mas cortavam as raízes da árvore e eles deviam acabar o que estavam a fazer. 
Começou e nunca mais acabou. 
I: Ou seja, melhorar os caminhos de acesso ao estacionamento e ao exterior. 
Vários: sim. 
A3: Porque nós não somos os únicos a reclamar. Já ouvimos a formadora de português 
Isabel Rodrigues a reclamar.  
Vários: Miranda. (o apelido da formadora é Miranda). 
A3: Ela estraga os saltos e os tacões! 
A5: Demorou meia hora a chegar aqui! Partimo-nos a rir quando ela chegou! 
(risos) 
I: Mais alguma coisa que queiram focar nesta pergunta? 
A3: Sim, sim, sim, sim. Porque é que os formadores têm a sombrinha no carro deles 
todo XPTO e nós não? 
A1: Nem todos. 
A3: Alguns põem na garagem ali atrás e aqui tem sombrinha… 
I: Estás a defender os formadores, é isso? 
A5: Não. 
A7. É preciso haver igualdade. 
I: Mas a sombrinha é para os formadores e funcionários mas não cabem lá todos. A 
parte de trás é da direcção. Eu, por exemplo, nunca ponho o meu carro ali. Está ao sol. 
Um facto que achei curioso em todo este processo é que em nenhum momento vocês 
focaram a atividade de formação em sala de aula. Em nenhum momento. Ou seja, 
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focaram que os formadores vos motivam, alguns formadores vos motivam, mas nunca 
focaram as atividades da aula e o que diz respeito à vossa formação curricular. Porquê? 
A4: Oh, “stora”, porque acho que não há assim nada a dizer. Só das salas, as salas por 
exemplo têm que ser mudadas. 
A3: Não é ser mudada. 
A4: Renovar.  
A3: Não ali deve ser o cano do ar condicionado e depois criou humidade. É só daquele 
lado, dos outros lados não tem. Se for só … 
A4: Mas não é só esta, acho que há salas onde chove mesmo e têm que por baldes. 
A3: Estas salas de informática e a biblioteca devem ser arranjadas. 
A4: Agora em termos de formação, acho que não há nada… 
I: Mas vocês continuam a focar no aspeto físico. 
A1: A “stora” está a dizer assim, tipo, as aulas, o ensino, a matéria. 
A4: Eu sei, eu sei.  
A3: Eu gostei. 
I: Mas o que eu acho curioso é que nem um aspeto positivo nem um aspeto negativo foi 
focado. 
A1: É porque está bem assim, senão a gente também… (risos) 
A2: Mas se calhar, tendo em conta as aulas, se calhar devíamos, os formadores deviam 
optar por no meio da matéria colocar uma prática, não sei como posso explicar, sei lá… 
A4: Não por tanto tempo de aulas e muito tempo de estágio, se calhar intercalar. 
A2: Não, era assim no meio das aulas por uma prática, fazer uma atividade que tivesse 
a ver com a aula ou não. 
I: Estás a falar da forma como as aulas são planeadas por cada formador? 
A2: Sim. 
A3: Ou também, por exemplo, mesmo nas aulas, por exemplo, nos módulos de 25 horas 
há formadores que conseguem explicar muito bem, de uma forma rápida e que a gente 
entenda e os outros formadores não, enchem-nos de matéria, a gente só fica passando, 
escrevendo. Se os módulos de 25 horas há muita coisa para falar, não deviam colocar 
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só 25 horas. Como o caso de Economia Portuguesa, foi só 25 horas e o precisavamos 
de saber para o teste nós demos. O resto das coisas, que também é interessante, nós 
só ouvimos e entra por um ouvido e sai pelo outro lado. (risos) 
I: Acham que alguns módulos deveriam ter mais horas que outros. 
A3: Sim. Alguns módulos que são importantes para nós, quer em termos empresariais, 
para empresa, quer para lá para fora, deveriam ser mais extensos. E os outros que 
menos interessavam, era menos. 
A5: Devia ter professores de contabilidade em condições. 
A5: E tem.  
A5: Oh. Nós tivemos a professora (…) e a professora (…)… 
A3: A professora (…) sim, mas com a professora (…) nós não tivemos problemas. Eu 
acho que ninguém teve negativa. 
A4: Sim. Ela explicou bem. 
A3: Mesmo assim. Ela não explica assim tão bem. 
A2: Também ninguém pode avaliar isso. 
I: Haveria algumas sugestões que queiram fazer a esse nível? 
A3: Em termos de formador, nós não podemos falar nada, porque nós fazemos um 
relatório que tem lá a parte onde podemos reclamar. 
A4: Exato. Tem lá a parte para reclamar. 
I: Vocês respondem a inquéritos relativos à prática formativa? E nesses inquéritos vocês 
podem dizer o que vos apetece? (alunos acenam com a cabeça). E vocês já fizeram 
algum? 
Vários: Sim. 
A3: Eu falo por mim. Eu nunca escrevi naquele quadrado, mas às vezes arrependo-me 
de não o ter feito. 
I: E para além do número de horas de formação, naquilo que é mais importante 
acrescentavam horas e o que acham ser menos importante, diminuiam, é isso? 
Vários: Sim. 
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I: Tem a ver com uma questão curricular em Lisboa, não tem a ver com o centro. A 
formação tem que seguir, obrigatoriamente, aquilo que é enviado, mas fica a sugestão 
desta alteração curricular em algumas matérias. E mais? (Os alunos ficam calados) 
Gostavam de alternar teoria e prática, os formadores fazerem atividades mais práticas… 
(alunos acenam com a cabeça). 
A2: Mas dando matéria. 
A3: Não, eu acho que um bocadinho de prática, porque prática prática prática também 
é demais. 
A1: Intercalar. 
A4: Alternar. 
I: Ou seja, vocês estão, ao nível da formação, satisfeitos com a formação que têm tido. 
Vários: Sim. 
A3: Por exemplo, na sua formação. Nós demos a matéria, nas entrevistas, aprendemos 
as palavras, as várias etapas e depois fizemos uma prática. Isso é bom. 
A7: No fundo, é dinamizar mais as formações, porque há algumas matérias que são 
mais “seca”, entre aspas; é sempre a dar matéria, sempre a dar matéria, sempre a fazer 
exercícios, sempre assim, não há mais nada. 
A3: A prática que temos para fazer são os trabalhos que os formadores nos pedem para 
fazer, e nós vamos para a sala de computadores e faz. Por exemplo, nós tivemos aulas 
de contabilidade com o professor (…), e ele deu toda a matéria, nós entendemos, e 
depois fizemos os exercícios práticos na sala de informática. 
I: E relativamente aos formadores, vocês a única coisa que focaram é que há 
formadores que são motivadores, que vos motivam a continuar a estudar. Não falaram 
de desmotivação, estão satisfeitos com os docentes que têm? 
Vários: Sim. 
I: De uma forma geral? 
Vários: Sim. De forma geral. (risos) 
I: No vosso meio comunitário, ou seja, já fora daqui, vocês focaram os meios de 
transporte como algo que vos pode impedir de desempenhar bem a vossa função de 
formandos. Com os atrasos, as faltas. (os alunos acenam com a cabeça). Mas uma 
outra situação focada foi a tecnologia. A tecnologia de uma forma motivadora ou não. 
 352 
 
Porquê? Esta parte na altura não ficou muito clara. Em que é que a tecnologia influencia, 
de uma forma geral, a vossa vida enquanto estudantes? 
(alunos olham uns para os outros e riem-se) 
A6: A tecnologia ajuda-nos positivamente, ajuda-nos imenso a fazer pesquisas para os 
trabalhos e assim. 
A3: Eu acho que naquele dia nós não falamos de tecnologia, falamos da má ligação do 
centro. Nós vamos para uma sala de computadores e às vezes ficamos duas horas sem 
internet, sem poder trabalhar nem nada. Ou porque não podem ligar a net, ou porque 
só chegam às 10h… 
A2: E os formandos é que têm que padecer… 
A7: Ou estão mal dispostos e não trabalham depressa. 
A4: Tem que haver sempre alguém que ligue a internet. Não pode ser só uma pessoa. 
A2: Ou que deixe ligada. 
A3: A pessoa que liga a internet pode estar aqui em baixo, o segurança vem e chama, 
às vezes está na conversa… (risos) 
I: Mas a tecnologia não são só computadores, e na altura foi levantada a questão dos 
telemóveis: a utilização ou não utilização dos telemóveis ou o vício dos telemóveis que 
existe na escola. Por exemplo, a A1 está farta de olhar para o telemóvel (muitos risos).  
A2: Nós aqui a falar e ela a mexer… 
A3: Eu acho que não, na minha opinião acho que a tecnologia não nos influencia. 
A4: Lá está. Não temos muita prática (aulas práticas) Estamos sempre a dar matéria, é 
matéria, matéria, matéria, sempre ali… Eu falo por mim e vou ser sincera. Nós estamos 
muito cansados. E dá-nos tendência para ir ver as horas, sempre a ir às mensagens… 
é verdade. (risos) 
A3: Não concordo! 
A8: Jogar… 
A2: Porque estamos fartos da aula! É sempre a mesma coisa, sempre a mesma coisa. 
A4: Acho que devia ter mais prática. 
A2: Nós, como todos, somos seres humanos! 
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A4: Por exemplo, a educação física, aliviávamos imenso, se tivéssemos educação física 
e prática ali no meio da matéria, acho que nos aliviava, não estávamos sempre ali… 
A3: Eu não concordo. Eu vou ser muito sincera. Eu não concordo com isso.  
A4: E então porquê? 
A3: Vocês estão na aula, a aula é chata, vocês pegam no telemóvel, imagina que 
recebem uma má notícia ou uma coisa assim que vos chateia. Vocês misturam com a 
formação, o vosso dia está todo terminado. 
A2: Ou não, depende das pessoas. 
A3: É verdade! 
A4: Tu também não pegas no telemóvel? 
A2: Eu já recebi más notícias e não fiquei mal. 
A3: Mas o telemóvel é considerado um meio de distracção para muitas pessoas. 
A4: Isso é verdade. Isso é verdade. 
A2: Mas cada um tem que cuidar de si. 
A3: Sim, tem que cuidar de si. O telemóvel cuida de si? Não, o telemóvel é um meio de 
afastar as pessoas da realidade. 
A2: Oh! (encolhe os ombros) 
A3: Há pessoas que ficam o dia inteiro no computador e não vivem a vida. Não saem, 
não se divertem, não fazem isso ou aquilo. Até no metro! Há pessoas que estão assim 
(faz o gesto de estar a mandar mensagem), não largam o telemóvel um segundo. 
I: Então vocês pegam no telemóvel nas sessões quando a formação não está a ter 
aquela dinâmica que vocês pretendem, acaba por ser uma distracção. 
Vários: Sim. 
A4: Quando estamos cansados. 
A2: Para passar tempo. 
I: Vocês usam o telemóvel para quê, nas aulas? 
A2: Mandar mensagens. 
A4: Ir ver as horas. 
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(todos se começam a rir) 
A4: Para jogar!! Às vezes estamos na aula e estamos todos a jogar! 
A1: Tens queijo? (risos) 
A7: E ouve-se a música! 
A4: E ouve-se alguém “Tens tarte de morango?” (risos) 
A2: Tipo, e estamos todos a jogar! 
I: Mas não acham que isso vos tira rendimento? 
A4: Não. Oh “setora”, o pior é que as pessoas ficam ali horas e horas. Mas se for por 
cinco minutos, depois uma pessoa já olha para a matéria e já consegue outra vez entrar 
no raciocínio. 
I: Então é uma forma de descomprimir por alguns minutos. 
A8: Exatamente. 
A4: Nós chegamos a um momento que desligamos. 
A2: Por exemplo houve uma semana que nos tiraram os telemóveis. 
A3: Imagina por exemplo, tu (…) está com o telemóvel, a formadora esta a falar para ti, 
vê que está ao telemóvel e pergunta “O que é que eu disse?”. Tu já não estás aqui. 
A4: Enquanto estás a fazer isso, não. Mas por exemplo, estás a dar a matéria. Estás ali 
duas ou três horas sempre a dar matéria. Chega um momento em que tu desligas.  
A2: É como a missa! Metade da missa tu não ouves! (risos) É verdade! Metade não 
consigo ouvir. 
A3: Eu não! 
A4: Mas isso és tu (…) mas a maioria é assim. 
I: há um estudo que diz que a nível das aulas as dinâmicas devem mudar a cada 20 
minutos porque os alunos não conseguem estar mais de 20 minutos com o mesmo tipo 
de actividade. Ou seja, de 20 em 20 minutos, devemos mudar de actividade. 
A3: Ou então o formador coloca um assunto no meio e nós vamos falando com eles. Ou 
mesmo nós vamos buscar assunto. 
A1: Tu és perita nisso! (risos) 
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I: E acham importante essa parte, parar para conversar com vocês sobre assuntos 
vossos… 
Vários: Sim. 
A4: Não muito tempo, mas um bocadinho. 
A3: É que nós praticamente não conversamos sobre assuntos, a gente pergunta sobre 
as coisas lá fora, as notícias, férias, o que os professores fazem nas férias ou o que 
gosta mais de fazer. 
A2. Por exemplo, nós tínhamos uma formadora que nos tirava os telemóveis durante a 
formação. Eu não acho isso errado, mas se calhar se nós tivéssemos o telefone à nossa 
beira, podíamos, sei lá, ver as horas… 
A4: Ela por acaso explica muito bem e dá para estar com atenção. 
I: E ficam nervosos quando não trazem o telemóvel ou se esquecem em casa? 
Vários: Não. 
A5: Eu uso para ouvir música! 
A4: Nervosos não, mas tipo desorientados. Eu falo por mim, pergunto sempre para o 
lado “Que horas são?”. Às vezes vou ao relógio dela ver as horas. 
A7: Mas fico preocupada, porque pode acontecer alguma coisa e não tenho ninguém 
que me possa ligar. 
A3: Ou então daqueles telemóveis básicos, mesmo antigos que não dá para ligar, só dá 
para mandar SMS, sem internet nem nada. 
A8: Esses dá para jogar, o jogo da cobrinha. 
I: Por outro lado, focaram também o apoio familiar que era muito importante. Há casos 
que não têm a família por perto. Que importância tem a família para vocês. 
A4: Muita. 
A1: Tudo. 
A7: Toda a importância! 
A2: Acaba por ser um meio da nossa … 
A1: Eu normalmente estou aqui à semana. Quando chega a sexta-feira, eu vou para 
cima e sei que vou estar com a minha mãe, o resto do dia já me corre bem. Ajuda 
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bastante. E mesmo quando temos algum problema, por exemplo, aqui nas aulas ou 
assim, chegar a casa e poder falar com a minha mães ou o meu pai, saber que tenho 
esse apoio… 
A4: Temos com quem desabafar. 
I: E esse apoio em casa, os vossos pais perguntam, querem saber como vocês estão… 
Vários: Sim, sim. 
A2: Depende dos dias. 
A7: Os meus pais perguntam como é que foi o dia, se está tudo bem… 
I: Ou seja, não têm pais “desligados”. 
Vários: Não. 
I: Têm família que mesmo estando longe, querem sempre saber. 
Vários: Sim. 
I: E tu (…), como é o teu caso? (A A3 é uma aluna de São Tomé e Príncipe que se 
encontra no alojamento no centro de formação. Os pais estão actualmente em São 
Tomé). 
A3: Eles querem saber tudo. (risos) Falo com eles de vez em quando, quando posso 
porque a internet lá não é assim, tão óptima como aqui. Costumo falar com a minha mãe 
através do Viber, com o meu pai tenho mesmo que ligar porque o meu pai não tem 
daqueles telefones, daquela marca … (refere-se a um smartphone). Por isso tenho que 
ligar e a primeira coisa que pergunta é uma coisa, tipo, “quando é que vens?” E depois 
põe-se para lá a contar as coisas dele… 
I: Ou seja, todos sentem um apoio completo da família? 
Vários: Sim. 
I: E isso é importante para vocês estudarem, para terminarem o curso… 
A1: É motivação. 
A3: Na minha opinião, (a família) é basicamente o pilar de tudo, é o início de tudo. 
I: Quase todos vocês já passaram por um processo de desistência, ou abandono, ou 
reprovação. Gostava de saber, individualmente, o que vos levou a isso. 
A1: Desistência como? Deste curso? 
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I: No geral. No vosso percurso escolar, em outras escolas, outras situações em que já 
tenha estado. 
A6: Na minha altura, eu queria mesmo trabalhar, estava farta da escola. Então esperei 
pelo momento certo. Regressei à escola com 25 anos. Na altura em que deixei não tinha 
paciência para nada. 
A5: Eu nunca desisti. 
A1: Eu cheguei a desistir quando saí do 9º para o 10º. Estava num curso de 
programação informática só que comecei a fazer programação e comecei a estar até às 
3 da manhã a tentar fazer um programa e tinha que me levantar cedo. Entrei numa 
depressão por causa disso e acabei por desistir. 
I: Desististe por causa da exigência do curso? 
A1: Sim, sim. Às vezes, de um dia para o outro, pediam para elaborar um programa e é 
muito complicado! A A7 já esteve no mesmo curso e sabe. Às vezes um ponto ou um 
sinal ao contrário dá erro no programa todo. E nós ficávamos a noite toda a verificar 
aquilo. Exigia muito. Então eu desisti. Tive que desistir. 
I: e desististe com que idade? 
A1: Com 15, 16. Depois, como eu tinha desistido, os meus quando foram para 
Moçambique, lá voltei a estudar mas depois não acabei o curso. E depois vim para aqui 
e pronto: 
I: e tu desististe com que idade? 
A6: Eu tinha na altura 18 anos, terminei o 9º com 18 anos, porque tinha reprovado no 
9º ano. Eu andava numa escola normal. 
A4: Oh “setora”, eu nunca desisti, mas reprovei no segundo ano por a minha mãe estar 
no hospital. E depois reprovei por causa de companhias. Andava distraída. 
I: então os colegas fizeram com que acabasses por reprovar outra vez. Isso foi também 
no 6º ano? 
A4: Foi no 7º. 
I: E que idade tinhas? 
A4: Tinha para aí 13. 
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A2: Eu reprovei no 5º ano. Só. Não queria saber da escola. Tinha tido muitos problemas 
antes e tinha passado por situações que não eram favoráveis. Não eram boas situações. 
Então depois acabei por reprovar. Acabei por reprovar porque não queria saber de nada. 
Era uma miúda. 
I: E essas situações que passaste foram na escola? 
A2: Foram na escola.  
I: Com colegas? 
A2: Sim. E depois mesmo na outra escola, com outras situações que passei. Mas acabei 
por abrir a pestana e pôr-me fina. 
I: E tinhas 10, 11 anos. 
A2: Sim. Provavelmente. 
A7: Eu nunca reprovei, mas desisti do curso de informática. Já estava no 12º ano. Só 
me faltava fazer dois módulos e a PAF (Prova de Aptidão Final), só que não tive a ajuda 
que precisa no curso. Achei que os professores, homens, eram machistas comigo e com 
a minha colega, porque eramos só as duas, o resto eram rapazes. A eles davam tudo. 
Nós pedíamos ajuda e acabávamos por ser as burras. E eu não estava para aquilo, 
também não era a área que eu gostava e … 
A1: E era muito exigente. 
A7: Sim, era. E decidi começar de novo. É uma área que eu gosto (administração) e 
quero seguir. 
I: E tinhas que idade na altura? 
A7: Tinha 17. Estava a acabar e tinha 17. 
A8: Eu reprovei no 11º ano. Porque não havia condições. (muitos risos)  
A1: A frase típica! 
I: O que é isso de “não haver condições”? 
A8: A minha turma era terrível, estávamos sempre a trocar de professores. Troquei para 
aí 6 vezes de professor de inglês, 3 vezes de professor de Psicologia. Não havia 
condições. 
I: Era uma escola regular? 
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A8: Era. Não havia condições. Por isso reprovei. Os meus pais decidiram trocar-me de 
escola, porque senão eu ia acabar mal, mesmo mal. 
I: Então foi a junção de vários factores, a constante mudança de professores, os 
colegas, foi tudo junto. 
A8: Sim. 
I: Que idade tinhas? 
A8: 16. 
A3: Eu ao princípio queria desistir daqui. No mesmo dia que eu vim. Estava sempre 
nervosa, sempre a falar com o director, com a dra. (…), com o coordenador. Porque eu 
não queria vir para cá. Quando eu vim, sabia que vinha para o Porto, mas não sabia 
que vinha para uma escola profissional. Eu pensava, quer os meus pais quer eu, que 
eu vinha para o ensino normal, fazer o 12º. Porque eu desisti lá no 1º período para vir 
para cá.  
I: Então desististe porque mudaste de país? 
A3: Sim. 
I: E porque é que mudaste de país? 
A3: Porque se eu fizesse, naquela altura em São Tomé não havia muitas universidades. 
Só havia duas ou três universidades. E acho que não era o melhor para mim. Eu também 
sou uma pessoa que gosta de aprender coisas novas, palavras, novos conhecimentos. 
Eu gosto de estudar. Então falei com os meus pais e decidi vir. Mas decidi vir para 
fazer… Os meus pais o que me disseram foi “se estás a vir porque queres estudar, vem. 
Se não estás a vir para estudar, é melhor ficar nesse liceu. Porque não é uma coisa que 
vemos do dia para o outro. Pode ser uma oportunidade única na vida que a gente tem. 
I: Mas já conhecias Portugal? 
A3: Já. Por causa dos meus irmãos que vieram para aqui. Eu tenho um irmão autista e 
a minha mãe teve que sair para cá. Porque não havia uma escola para ele estar e veio 
para cá.  
I: E quando chegaste cá querias desistir? 
A3: Sim. Porque não era isto que eu queria, não era o curso que eu queria. Ao princípio 
eu arrependi-me de ter vindo para cá. Mas depois comecei a ter mais conhecimentos, a 
aprender coisas novas, coisas que eu nunca tinha escutado, nunca tinha feito e comecei 
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a fazer. Então comecei a dizer, que não me arrependo nada. Só perdi o facto de poder 
fazer um ano e entrar para a universidade, mas de resto posso dizer que não me 
arrependo de nada. 
I: Vocês, entretanto, já fizeram estágio, certo? 
Vários: Sim. 
I: Alguns já tinham experiência de trabalho, mas quem nunca tinha tido, teve agora a 
primeira experiência numa empresa. Sentem que há alguma diferença da forma como 
olham para o curso, antes e depois de terem feito estágio? 
A2: Sim. Eu já tive outras experiências além do estágio, mas neste sector não. Nunca 
tinha tido. E foi uma mais-valia. Porque entre as matérias e o estágio, estas matérias do 
3º conseguimos encaixar coisas que fizemos no estágio com as matérias. E isso é muito 
bom para nós. 
A7: E aprendemos coisas novas, que podemos falar aqui na turma e que aprendemos 
a fazer lá no estágio. É diferente. 
A3: Eu tive uma outra visão da vida, uma visão mais negra (risos). 
I: Uma “visão mais negra da vida” porquê? 
A7: Por causa dos empregadores! 
A3: Porque quer dos funcionários, quer do chefe da própria empresa. Mas também uma 
visão da vida. Nós sabemos que temos que estar cá, às X horas, não podemos faltar, 
nada. E depois estamos aqui e pensamos “Fogo, isto nunca mais acaba”, vamos para 
o intervalo, lanchar ou vamos de férias. Lá não. Lá nós temos que obedecer. É como se 
fosse algo diferente. Tem que ser, aquilo tem que ser.  
A4: Aqui dizemos “E setora, estou com fome!”. Lá não se diz isso. 
A2: Lá come-se quando se quer. Eu pelo menos comia quando queria. 
A4: Eu não. 
A7: Costumam pôr-nos à vontade. 
A3: Podemos comer e assim, mas quando estamos cansados vamos ao telemóvel, 
estamos cansados baixamos a cabeça, estamos cansados viramo-nos e tiramos a 
mochila. Lá não. Estamos sempre a fazer qualquer coisa. Temos que estar atentos. 
Porque nós observamos os outros mas os outros também os observam a nós. 
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I: Mas olham para o vosso curso com maior utilidade agora? Porque vêm de uma 
aplicação prática daquilo que aprendem aqui? 
Vários: Sim. 
A3: O maior erros que eu acho que, não somos nós, nem a coordenação, mas o maior 
erro é que nós não estagiamos no 1º ano. Nós já discutimos isso com o coordenador, 
Depois de 5, 6 meses começamos a esquecer-nos de certas coisas. Quando vamos 
para a empresa, todos os dias é a mesma coisa. Na maioria das vezes não aplicamos 
quase nada do que aprendemos aqui. Querem Excel, querem outras coisas quaisquer 
e nós vamos esquecer das coisas. Quando chegar a hora da PAF, nós praticamente 
não nos vamos lembrar de nada, vamos estar completamente apagados. Seria mais 
fácil se nós fizéssemos 3 meses (fazer 3 x 3 meses de estágio e não 4 e 5 meses).  
I: E acham que se tivessem feito estágio logo a seguir ao 1º ano, teriam entrado no 2º 
ano com outra perspectiva? 
Vários: Sim. 
A3: com outro comportamento, pensamento, forma de ser. Estaríamos noutro nível. 
A6: Eu acho que se tivéssemos ido no 1º ano para estágio eu, por exemplo, não me 
sentiria muito preparada, porque não tinha muita experiência na área. Não me seitiria 
preparada. 
A4: Eu acho que muita gente não estava preparada, mas por exemplo, no 2º ano 
estávamos mais à vontade, mas nunca estamos preparados. 
A3: É uma questão de adaptabilidade. 
I: De adaptação. (risos) 
A3: Porque eu cheguei lá na empresa e perguntei pela (…) e ela não sabia de nada. 
Perguntei “então o que temos que fazer?” e ela “Nada.” “Posso ligar o computador?” E 
ela encolhia os ombros. Era sempre assim. Em qualquer outra empresa eu perguntava 
“Tem alguma coisa para eu fazer?” Eu às vezes ficava lá sentada com a A7 e 
conversávamos. Mesmo eu perguntando, diziam sempre que não.  
A2: eu quando não tinha nada para fazer limpava os armários. 
A3: Eu falo por mim, quer na empresa quer em outras empresas, se fosse assim no 
primeiro estágio, eu safava-me bem. Tirava cópias, fazia arquivo, enviava coisas. 
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A2: quando eu não tinha nada para fazer, nós tínhamos lá o nosso escritório e a 
produção estão ligados. Tem uma parede a dividir, mas entrava bichos. Tínhamos uma 
ninhada de ratos numa gaveta. Houve uma altura em que foi um rato para a impressora 
e as folhas começaram a sair todas furadas, o rato trincava e depois o rato fugiu, foi al 
lanche da nossa colega. Nos dias a seguir eu decidi limpar aquilo. Estava tudo muito 
entulhado, muito desorganizado. Não tinha nada para fazer e limpei aquilo. Com luvas, 
claro. 
A3: Mas quer na escola, quer aqui na formação, quer no estágio, nós não sabemos 
nada. Quando chegamos lá vamos saber. Porque cada empresa trabalha da sua forma, 
cada empresa tem a sua formade trabalhar. Nós vamos para lá e a primeira coisa que 
a dra. nos ensina é o que temos que fazer temos que acabar de fazer. Por isso é que o 
estágio no primeiro ano nós devíamos ter. 
A4: Não estamos preparados. 
A3: Eles nos ensinavam. E nós aprendemos e fomos aperfeiçoando com o tempo. Por 
isso eu acho que devíamos ir no primeiro ano. 
A1: Exato. 
A3: Não é porque eu te contrario, A6, mas era uma forma de aprendermos, no estágio 
também a nossa tutora nos ensina e por isso devíamos ir no 1º ano. 
I: Mais alguma coisa que queiram acrescentar? 
A2: se calhar, tendo em conta o estágio, aqui no CICCOPN deveriam passar na 
secretaria a real informação. Porque disseram que era de X dia a X dia e lá eu já estava 
a fazer mais horas do que devia. Ligaram para aqui e disseram que eu estava a 
inventar… Eu fiz mais horas. Acabaram por contar e fiz mais horas. 
A3: Eu acho que, eu não sei, mas acho que isto está muito mau para procurar empresas 
para estágio. É muito mau. Quer para a turma dos jovens, quer dos adultos. Os estágios 
são em bombas de gasolina, supermercados e assim. Está muito mau quanto aos sítios 
que estagiamos. Por exemplo, eu tive colegas da minha cultura, do meu país que andam 
em Lisboa, Coimbra e Braga e tenho 6 colegas que estão em Itália, em outro curso. Mas 
uma colega num curso quase igual ao meu foi estagiar para França. Quem tiver 
melhores notas, se falar línguas estrangeiras, pode ir estagiar fora. Tem uma boa 
empresa que temos oportunidade de trabalhar e de ficar lá. Se eu for estagiar para um 
supermercado, de certeza que eu não vou ficar lá, só durante o estágio. A maior parte 
dos outros alunos, alguns estiveram a estagiar aqui no ciccopn, mas não queriam 
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estagiar aqui. Reclamavam todos os dias, porque não havia empresas de estágio. 
Podiam avisar antes, assim tínhamos oportunidade de nós procurarmos um lugar para 
estagiar, antes de chegar o dia. Há alguns alunos da turma de fotovoltaico e condução 
de obra que ficaram em casa porque não tinham onde estagiar. 
A4: E depois atrasam tudo. E a culpa não é nossa. Quem tem as melhores notas pode 
escolher, quem não tem fica em casa. 
A3: É verdade. Eu conheço escolas que têm sítio para mandar os alunos, que têm 
contactos com empresas e dizem “É da tal escola? Sim, os alunos são bem treinados, 
podem mandar estagiários.” Mas aqui não há isso. 
A2: Não tem a devida organização. 
A4: Mesmo na secretaria perdem os papéis todos. Dizem que somos nós… 
I: Última questão. Perspectiva para o futuro? 
A3: Para o ciccopn? (riso) 
I: Não, para ti, para o teu futuro, para o vosso futuro (risos). 
A3: Eu quero aprender mais coisas. Quando sair daqui quero fazer licenciatura em 
Relações Internacionais. Eu gosto de ver coisas novas, culturas pessoas, e as RI têm 
tudo isso. 
A6: Eu quero trabalhar mas gostava de continuar a estudar. Se conseguir conciliar as 
duas coisas, óptimo. Se não, vou trabalhar. 
A9: Eu não sei o que vou fazer ainda. 
A4: Para já, trabalhar. 
A2: Sim, trabalhar. Eu queria estudar, mas se calhar vou trabalhar primeiro e depois 
vejo. 
A5: Vou trabalhar, para ganhar dinheiro, tirar a carta e fazer um curso de computadores. 
A8: Vou trabalhar. 
A3: Mas ficas aqui em Portugal? 
A8: Não sei. (O A8 é um aluno com dupla nacionalidade, Portuguesa e Francesa, cuja 
família se encontra dividida entre Portugal e França.) 
I: Vocês ponderam sair do país. 
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A1: Eu sim. Eu não pondero. Eu vou. 
A3: Eu quero sair do país de certeza. Ou vou para Inglaterra ter com as minhas irmãs 
ou para frança ter com os meus primos. 
A2: Eu também quero sair. Talvez para França ou Suíça. 
A1: Eu vou para África. Onde não sei. Mas vou regressar a África. 
A4: Vê se me arranjas lá uma cama depois. (risos) 
A Investigadora dá por terminada a sessão pelas 10h21. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
